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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Aims and Structure 
 
Should humans as a species strive for a better future? The expected answer for the question 
is naturally yes, but the problem arises when the nature of that better future must be decided. 
There are, therefore, people who wish to present their ideal future for the others in a way to 
make them accept it as well. In this thesis I will examine this issue through Iain M. Banks's 
novella "The State of the Art" (1991). The story runs for a hundred pages and deals with an 
observation mission launched by the utopian society of the Culture on the Earth in 1978. In 
the story the inhabitants of the Earth do not appear in any meaningful role, and Banks 
represents the ruling ideology of the time through the view of the aliens, contrasting it with 
the ideology of the utopian Culture. In this thesis I will examine what kind of ideologies 
these two societies seem to hold to. I will argue that through the ideological depiction of 
Earth society as bordering on dystopic, the Culture is given as the desirable alternative in the 
hope that this will encourage the reader to work towards that future. As the society of the 
Culture is covered in the novella somewhat haphazardly, I will use Banks's short explanatory 
work A Few Notes on the Culture (1994) as an additional source of information. I feel this 
is a justifiable decision, as some of the later publications of the collection contain it, and it 
has been freely circulated on the internet with Banks’s permission.  
In this introductory chapter I will first give an overview of the structure of the thesis, 
and then move on to introducing the author. I will also present a short synopsis of the novella 
in question and an overview of the Culture as a society. After the introductory chapter I will 
start by studying how utopia and dystopia have been theorized before. I will also briefly 
consider the effects of ”The State of The Art” as a science fiction novella, mainly in the 
theory of estrangement which connects to both the theory of utopia and ideology in some 
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ways. I will deal with this issue of genre in chapter 2, where I will examine utopia and 
dystopia as separate but related genres which both appear in ”The State of The Art”, and 
science fiction as the overarching narrative genre, which accentuates the effects of both 
utopian genre and ideology. As utopian/dystopian societies are bound to influence the 
reader’s response to the ideologies they represent, it is natural to move next to the questions 
of ideology. There is an interesting problematization here regarding whether an ideology 
instructs the kind of society it appears in, or vice versa. There may not be an answer for this 
question, but the interplay between the two concepts is sure to affect the reading of the 
novella. 
As stated, I will study the ideological depictions of the Earth and the Culture in the 
novel to suggest that while the Culture is depicted as a utopia, the Earth attains dystopic 
characteristics. It seems that the ideology in Banks’s work appears at two levels: firstly in 
what kind of ideology is shown to be held by the Culture and its counterpart the Earth, and 
secondly in what kind of ideology would create this form of ideology on the level of the 
story, or the authorial ideology. In this thesis I am more interested in the first kind of 
ideology, but as utopia is meant to elicit hope in the reader, the authorial intention of attaining 
this goal is also of interest. In chapter 3 I will deal with the concept ideology by examining 
first the two main ways of theorizing ideology, then Antonio Gramsci’s concept of 
hegemony, which is interested how ideology is disseminated in society, and finally Louis 
Althusser’s theory of interpellation, which describes the way in which a society perpetuates 
itself through the ideological hailing of individuals. Lastly I will look at how ideology is 
linked with literature on a more general level. After this I will move on to the analysis part 
of this thesis. 
In chapter 4 I will follow the structure of the theory chapters and examine the utopia 
and dystopia as separate entities in the novella. In the case of utopia I will start by examining 
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what kind of literary form the presentation of the Culture seems to fit into. I will then move 
on to study what kind of an ideology the Culture depicts by looking at the values the novella 
offers as the primary content of that ideology. I will then make a similar study of the dystopic 
Earth, although I will here study how the ideological values of its society reflect those that 
were given as the characteristics of the utopia, as they seem to be opposite to each other. I 
will conclude this chapter by analyzing how these two societies and ideologies can be 
compared to each other in the text to see what kind of an authorial ideology there is present 
in the text.  
The last chapter is the conclusion, where I will sum up what has been done in this 
thesis, as well as reflect on the reasons of the findings. I will also address some topics in this 
thesis that might merit further study. Finally I will attempt to give an answer to the question 
posed in the title of this thesis. 
  
1.2. The Novella and Its Context 
 
In this section I will first summarize the story of the novella so that the reader gains a better 
picture of what is discussed later. I will also examine Banks’s chosen utopia of The Culture 
in order to see what kind of society Banks imagines it to be. Lastly I will look at Banks 
himself as the author. 
As stated previously, the collection The State of the Art was published in 1991. 
However, judging by its style the titular novella may have been written somewhat earlier, as 
much of it contains conversations on the nature of the Culture, which indicates it is an earlier 
attempt at understanding its society and what drives it. Compared to the other Culture novels, 
the voice of Banks himself seems to come through more in showing preference in cultural 
and political matters. In that respect the novella could be said to be closer to the explanatory 
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A Few Notes on the Culture than to the full length novels, but "The State of the Art" is still 
a story with a plot rather than an essay on utopia. However, it is a good example of the kind 
of debate apparent in Banks's novels, as Sherryl Vint states: 
 
Banks's Culture novels explore the tensions between surface narratives of benevolent 
imperialism and counter-narratives that problematize these surface narratives. 
Although the Culture seems to be represented as an [sic] utopia, Banks generally places 
characters that are outside or critical of the Culture at the centers of the novels and 
stories set in this universe. In "The State of the Art", a novella that considers the 
possibility of the Culture intervening on earth in 1977, the tension in Banks's work are 
succinctly represented by the conflict between the characters of Sma and Linter. (80) 
 
The story of the novella focuses on Diziet Sma, an agent of Contact, a section of the Culture 
which explores the galaxy, finding new civilizations and possibly contacting them (hence 
the name). Sma, along with a few hundred other people, arrives in the Earth's orbit in 1978 
in the General Contact Unit ‘The Arbitrary’, and after some minor physical alterations (“I 
got a couple of extra toes, a joint removed from each finger and a rather generalized ear, 
nose and cheekbone job” [Banks 105]) lands on the Earth to experience the new planet 
firsthand. At the same time the Arbitrary — or rather the Mind that runs the ship — scans 
the planet for all its information in order to decide, in collaboration with other such Minds, 
whether to contact humanity or not. Most of the novella is given over to a discussion of this 
problem, where the Arbitrary argues against contact in order to use Earth as a baseline for 
uncontacted planets and Sma argues for contact on the basis that humanity will blow up the 
planet without outside assistance. In addition, there is a third view provided by Dervley 
Linter, who falls in love with the planet and decides to stay there even though the ship may 
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leave without contacting. Linter wants the planet to stay uncontacted because he believes 
that the struggle for survival, which the Earth provides, makes the people more natural and 
pure. A dialogue between Sma and Linter is set up by the ship, who tries to use Sma to 
convince Linter to leave the planet. A fourth and final point is made by Li'ndane, who 
campaigns for the destruction of the planet altogether by depositing a micro black hole in 
the center of the planet, in order to "[give] the humans time to reflect on their past follies" 
(181).  
The story is told by Sma roughly a hundred years after the occasion, and partly due to 
this the narrator is unreliable: the story is set up as a memoir sent to a scientist studying the 
Earth, and Sma herself admits that time may have affected her memories. Furthermore, the 
text is supposedly a translation from Marain, the Culture's ideal language, into English, and 
the translator, a droid by the name of Skaffen-Amtiskaw, includes his own remarks on the 
reliability of Sma's memories and the credibility of the translation. As this thesis is more 
concerned with the Culture as a society than the individual characters, I will next provide a 
brief examination of it, which is based on Banks’s A Few Notes.  
According to A Few Notes, the Culture as it appears in the novels is a civilization 
formed by seven or eight humanoid species. Artificial intelligence has also been achieved, 
so in addition to the humanoids the society incorporates major and minor AIs, which can be 
roughly divided into Minds and droids (Banks, A Few Notes). Banks explains that the droids 
are  minor AIs, being roughly as intelligent as humans, or possibly a little more so, while the 
major AIs, the Minds, are who basically run the society (A Few Notes). As the ship Arbitrary 
remarks in the novella, "'I'm the smartest thing for a hundred light years radius, and by a 
factor of about a million" (Banks 169), which can be taken as a baseline for the average 
mental ability of a Mind.  
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It is natural, then, that these super-intelligent entities make up the ruling body — as 
far as one exists — of the Culture, mostly by running and providing the basic necessities in 
their surroundings (Banks, A Few Notes). Naturally what we see as basic necessities in a 
post-scarcity society may be a bit more extravagant than would be the case in reality. 
However, Banks specifies that the Minds are considered to have no more rights or privileges 
than their less intelligent fellow citizens (A Few Notes). He explains that the major decisions 
the community makes are voted on, and even the minor ones undergo an examination by a 
committee of Minds and interested people (A Few Notes). In the novella this is exemplified 
in the Arbitrary negotiating with other Minds on whether to contact Earth or not, and, as a 
humorous application, Li'ndane's campaign to be elected as the captain of the Arbitrary. A 
Few Notes also explains that actual laws do not exist, but some sort of manners are adhered 
to, and willful offence against these can be punished by ostracizing the individual. This can 
be seen in the novella in the case of Li'ndane, who keeps getting ignored for his disrupting 
ways. This being a post-scarcity society, other crimes become somewhat meaningless, as 
Banks states: "In a society where material scarcity is unknown and the only real value is 
sentimental value, there is little motive or opportunity for the sort of action we would class 
as a crime against property" (A Few Notes). The prevailing notion seems to be that everybody 
is allowed to do what they wish, as long as that does not harm anyone else's right to do so 
too. Even the language used in the Culture, Marain, is designed to incorporate only peaceful 
meanings, which makes the concept of violence and fighting hard for the people to 
understand (Banks, A Few Notes). 
While the concept of Minds is a fascinating one, for the study of this novella the 
humanoid characters may be more important. According to Banks, the basic culture citizen 
has been heavily genetically modified to the extent that hereditary deceases have been 
obliterated (A Few Notes). As the human existence in the culture does not require one to 
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actually work other than as a hobby, the body has been altered to be a tool for pleasure, 
giving the individual control over brain chemistry (drug glands and voluntary shutting off of 
pain), regrowth of appendages, longer lifespan (indefinite in theory, but 300-400 years in 
practice) and voluntary changing of sex (Banks, A Few Notes). However, the people in the 
novels all seem to be doing something other than just lying around enjoying themselves, and 
Banks's utopia seems to entertain the idea that people work because it is satisfactory, not 
because work automatically requires some material recompense. 
The Contact section of the Culture is the entity that most of the Culture novels deal 
with, and is basically the diplomatic wing of the society. Banks explains that it is the entity 
that explores the galaxy and makes contact, if so is decided, with new civilizations (A Few 
Notes). Thus it is the Contact section that approaches Earth in the novella, and makes the 
decision on whether to contact or not. As I will study the authorial ideology later in the 
analysis chapters, I will next provide a short overview of the author.  
Iain Menzies Banks was born in Dunfermline, Scotland in 1954, and died in June 2013. 
Banks attended Stirling University where he studied English literature, philosophy and 
psychology. In 1988 Banks became a full-time writer, having previously published 5 novels. 
His first novel, The Wasp Factory, was published in 1984, and the first science fiction novel 
written as Iain M. Banks, Consider Phlebas, in 1987. According to James Procter, Banks 
can actually be actually seen as two authors: "one of them, Iain Banks, is best known for his 
classic, frequently macabre works of contemporary Scottish fiction, the other, Iain M. Banks, 
for his best selling works of science fiction". The division, however, is somewhat artificial, 
as some of the literary novels, such as The Bridge or Walking on Glass, are nearly as 
fantastical as the science fiction ones, and even the distinction that is sought by the two 
names has been muddled by various books having been published under both of them. By 
the latest count, both Banks have written 26 novels in total, and the collection of short stories 
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that will be the subject of this paper (Procter). Banks has been awarded both a Hugo and an 
Arthur C. Clarke Award for best science fiction (“Iain [M] Banks”).  
To date, there are 14 novels published by Iain M. Banks, mostly expanding the mythos 
of the Culture, a utopian, post-scarcity, post-singularity society peopled by humanoid and 
artificial citizens (“Iain [M] Banks”). They are filled with "manipulated humans, wise-
cracking AIs, high technology, medieval societies, and improbably named spaceships” 
(Butler 18). The recurring theme of the early Culture novels seems to be the Culture coming 
into contact with a different, and from their point of view, worse society, which is also the 
main theme in "The State of the Art". Particularly the science fiction novels contain similar 
themes from book to book, but there are some themes that encompass all of Banks's writing. 
The most noticeable must be his leftist agenda, as James Procter states on the British Council 
Literature website:  
 
Banks and his writings have long been associated with a left-leaning vision of the 
world that has strong connections with socialism, from the dystopian world of The 
Bridge, with its strictly segregated, socially hierarchical ‘community’, to the political 
utopia of the sci-fi ‘Culture’ novels, in which people chose their own gender, where 
money is non-existent and work has been replaced by hobbies.   
 
In an interview with the Socialist Review, Banks mentions that the Culture is his vision of 
what the humanity should be in the future, although he has doubts whether it is possible to 
achieve such a goal (Ward).  
In this introductory chapter I have thus provided a model of the structure of the thesis, 
and presented my aims for the study of “The State of The Art”. I have also looked at the 
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novella itself, its context in the utopian Culture, and its author. Thus I will next move on to 
examine the theory my analysis will use, and will begin with the theory of genre. 
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2. Utopian Genre 
 
In this section I will discuss the genres that are relevant for my reading of ”The State of The 
Art”, as this will have an impact on how ideologies are presented in the novella. I argue that, 
apart from the self-evident role of science fiction, the text plays with two main genres, utopia 
and dystopia, which are somewhat interrelated, as I will show later.  First I will take a brief 
look at science fiction and particularly its way of estranging the reader. Then I will move on 
to examining utopia as a literary genre, and lastly I will deal with the genre of dystopia. 
Along with the study of literary genres I will attempt to provide a view of utopianism, which 
is the way in which utopia and dystopia attempt to bring about social change in the real 
world.  
 
2.1 Science Fiction and Cognitive Estrangement 
 
In this section I will provide a brief examination of science fiction and, more importantly, 
the concept of cognitive estrangement. Although the concept is not a part of utopian studies 
per se, in the context of “The State of the Art” as a science fiction novella it seems justified 
to include this theoretical standpoint. The importance of estrangement for this thesis is 
twofold: I will later connect this idea of estrangement with the concept of ideology, and aim 
to show that through estrangement of the Earth, ‘The State of the Art’ attempts to posit the 
Culture as an ideological goal for the reader. Furthermore, Brechtian estrangement is part of 
the method through which literature can be said to show its ideological base to the reader. 
On the other hand, estrangement connects with utopian studies in the way it makes the reader 
see her own reality in a new light. Thus inspecting it in this section helps the reader to 
understand the mechanics behind the concepts of utopia and ideology I will present later. I 
will end this section with a discussion of how the science fiction and utopia are connected. 
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There are a number of ways to define science fiction, and the most common one is 
probably that of James Gunn, who observes what usually happens in a science fiction novel: 
"since [science fiction] deals with a change in the circumstances of everyday reality by 
introducing one or more significant alterations, [a science fiction] short story or novel 
constructs a plausible world in which that alteration or those alterations can exist" (162). 
Gunn's idea approaches that of Darko Suvin who states that science fiction is "a literary 
genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions are the presence and interaction of 
estrangement and cognition, and whose main formal device is an imaginative framework 
alternative to the author's empirical environment" (qtd. in Roberts 7). What this means is 
that "the reader enters an imaginative world different (estranged) in greater or lesser degree 
from the empirical world around the [...] reader, but different in a way that obeys rational 
causation or scientific law (it is estranged cognitively)" (Luckhurst 7; emphasis original). 
Somewhat in the vein of Roberts, Carl Freedman comments on Suvin, maintaining that the 
important factor in the cognition is the text's internal logic: "[the issue] is not any 
epistemological judgment external to the text itself on the rationality or irrationality of the 
latter's imaginings, but rather [...] the attitude of the text itself to the kind of estrangement 
being performed" (18; emphasis original). Tom Moylan describes this as a textual game 
between the author and the reader which depends on the author's rhetorical ability to make 
the reader believe that what is happening is in some way possible (qtd. in Garcia 163). What 
this essentially means is that the science in science fiction must appear scientific. However, 
while Suvin's definition is widely used, it has received some criticism for being ultimately 
subjective in what is cognitive or estranged enough, as according to critics Suvin excludes 
much science fiction literature for being "inadequately cognitive" (Fitting 136). 
The next step, then, is to examine how cognition and estrangement emerge. The device 
by which these are produced is, to use Suvin's terminology, the novum. This is the thing that 
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separates the alternative reality of science fiction from our own and marks it as different, 
which is to say creates estrangement. This can be something small, like a new kind of 
technology to be used in the home, or it can be interstellar spaceships. Suvin states that this 
discrepancy is then mirrored back onto the reader's own reality, which in turn can be seen 
afresh due to this new perspective (qtd. in Beaumont 39). This is where the cognitive 
approach comes to play, as the difference must be recognizable and understandable to 
succeed, because as Peter Stockwell puts it, "[estrangement] is a metaphorical strategy 
whereby elements and processes from our apparent reality are worked out in another domain 
[...] it is up to the reader to interpret the connection and see the alteration" (5). The reader's 
recognition, ultimately, makes the estrangement effect work in the way that Fredric Jameson 
calls "a shocked renewal of our vision" (255) which allows the reader to perceive her own 
present "through a particularly effective distorting lens [...]" (Fitting 144). What is described 
here is not just estrangement in the sense that a fictitious place is different from our own 
reality, but also estrangement in the Brechtian sense of making something familiar seem 
strange and new.  
As I will show later, utopia shares some of the techniques of estrangement with science 
fiction, and it could be said that to write about the utopias of the past fifty years would be 
impossible without taking into account science fiction's impact on the genre (Fitting 135). 
In a sense much of SF could be classified as utopian as far as it concerns places that are 
better than reality, and nonexistent. Peter Fitting indeed sees science fiction as a perfect 
home for utopia due to this and the genre's "innate optimism" (143). However, if Suvin seems 
to have a problem with science fiction that is not cognitive enough, Fatima Vieira wants to 
exclude much early science fiction due to its insufficient social concerns and its 
noncommitment to politics (7-8).  In principle she means the early science fiction novel 
which would be essentially a romantic adventure in space. Fitting seems to ultimately hold 
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the same view when he establishes that the connection between  modern science fiction and 
utopia begins with the "ability to reflect or express our hopes and fears about the future, and 
more specifically [the ability] to link those hopes and fears  to science and technology" (138). 
He goes on to state that much of modern science fiction actually is concerned with social 
and political factors such as sexual equality and the abolishment of private property, which 
could as well be classified as utopian fiction (Fitting 144). All contact between SF and 
utopian fiction is not, however, utopian in nature: "Sometimes the political models in science 
fiction are dystopias [...] and their political effect is to show how inevitably destructive one 
possible pathway into the future might be" (Pohl 9). This is a point to remember as, while 
“The State of The Art” is not overtly dystopian, one of the objects of this thesis is to argue 
that by using estrangement Banks makes the Earth seem dystopic when contrasted with the 
fictional utopia of the Culture.  
Science fiction is thus a genre that in its current form emphasizes social concerns as 
well as interests itself with technological advancements usually in the form of a given text’s 
novum. Through the novum the text is then estranged, but must still adhere to the text’s inner 
logic by being sufficiently cognitive. In “The State of The Art” the novum is the whole 
utopian society of the Culture, and to understand it better I will examine the theory behind 
utopia in literature in the next section. 
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2.2. Utopia 
 
In this section I will look at utopia as genre which is oriented towards a better way of life for 
people. I will mainly deal with the literary manifestations of utopia, which can furthermore 
be separated into two distinct approaches to the genre, the classical literary utopia and the 
critical utopia. Thus I will be looking at what kind of characteristics these two types of utopia 
present in order to analyze what kind of an utopia ”The State of The Art” depicts in ‘the 
Culture’, as this will affect how that society and its ideology are interpreted. I will also look 
at utopianism, or the impulse that makes people work to achieve their particular utopias in 
the real world, as I will also argue that Banks wishes to elicit this kind of response in the 
reader by contrasting the utopian Culture with the dystopian Earth. 
While utopia is colloquially understood as "a good, but non-existent and therefore 
impossible, society" (Levitas 2), the term Utopia itself originates from Thomas More’s best 
known work, Utopia, published in 1516. As a word the term has a binary meaning, linking 
together both "ou-topos", meaning no-place, and "eu-topos", meaning good place, which 
would have been pronounced similarly, and thus be indistinguishable in the form "utopia" 
(Baccolini 114).  This, of course, is very much the same as the colloquial meaning presented 
above. Such definition would be much too general, however, as Ruth Levitas points out (4), 
but finding a better definition is challenging. She attempts this by considering the 
main question that utopia asks, that is, ”how we would live and what kind of world we would 
live in if we could do just that” (Levitas 1), which could also be expressed as: "utopia  is the 
expression of the desire for a better way of being” (Levitas 9). She also thinks that utopia 
may go farther than that and begin making claims about what this kind of world should be 
like (Levitas 1). In the same vein, Lyman Tower Sargent expresses the opinion that this is  
what they do, but in a way that contrasts the utopian space with lived reality and thus posits 
suggestions on how the better vision could be attained (5). 
15 
 
Both Levitas and Sargent seem to think that utopia is a picture of 'the good life' and 
something which should be desired and maybe worked at. Levitas does, however, pose some 
questions that are important here:  
 
Are all images of good life utopian, or only those set in the future and intended to be 
implemented? Should the pursuit of spiritual perfection be included, or paradises 
beyond death, or does utopia refer only to transformed versions of the social world in 
which we live our lives before death? Are there lines to be drawn between utopia and 
religion, or utopia and 'real' politics? And what is utopia for? Does it help to change 
the world or to stabilise (sic) existing societies? Although we may initially think we 
know what utopia is, when we try to define it, its boundaries blur and it dissolves 
before our eyes. (2) 
 
It seems, then, that we come back to the problem of definition. As Bonet and Style put 
it: "Academics have found it difficult, or inconvenient, to stick to a hard and fast definition 
of utopia and prefer to limit themselves to identifying the presence of utopian elements in 
their objects of study” (55). To make the case simpler, we could consider here the four 
meanings of utopia as presented by Fatima Vieira, which are: 
 
1. The content of the imagined society 
2. The literary form of More's Utopia 
3. The function of utopia, i.e. the impact that causes action in the  
  reader 
4. The desire for a better life, caused by discontentment in the 
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predominant society. (6) 
 
Separating the elements of utopia in this way shows clearly that while Levitas and Sargent 
use utopia as a term that unifies all these meanings, within literature the functions one and 
two have presumably more to do with the actual text, while the last two are to do with the 
utopian impulse. Next I will deal with utopia as a literary phenomenon and try to distinguish 
the elements of utopia I mentioned earlier. The utopian impulse on the other hand is more 
connected to ideology, and will thus be examined later in this theory section. 
What, then, is a literary utopia? Here we may start with Lyman Tower Sargent who 
asserts that utopia is "a non-existent society described in considerable detail and normally 
located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous reader to view as 
considerably better than the society in which the reader lived" (6). This is presented in the 
same tone as Suvin, who furthermore stresses that what is seen as better are the 
"sociopolitical institutions, norms and individual relationships" (qtd. in Sargent, 6). These 
are, however, still definitions that can be questioned similarly as Levitas did previously. 
Sargent attempts to deal with this by adding to his definition some elements of what a literary 
utopia might be: "[a] Utopia can be simply a fantasy, it can be a description of a desirable or 
an undesirable society, an extrapolation, a warning, an alternative to the present, or a model 
to be achieved" (8). These are not necessarily exclusive but may overlap (Sargent 8).  
However, while this may bring us closer to broadly identifying a literary utopia, the 
list given above does not actually separate utopia particularly well from other genres of 
literature. Sargent therefore goes on to list some of the issues that are the content of this 
genre in particular: "law and order, religious belief and practice, economic relations, 
governance, and child-rearing and education" (21). These are recognized as the issues that 
come up most often, but it should be noted that these issues are time bound (Sargent 21). 
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What this means is on the one hand that the genre obviously changes with the passaging of 
time, and on the other hand that the issues presented are to be seen as utopistically better in 
the context of the time of writing.  
As the genre has thus changed through time, what kind of change is it? Meredith Vieira 
sums up the classic utopian story as a 
 
[t]he journey (by sea, land or air) of a man or woman to an unknown place (an island, 
a country or a continent); once there, the utopian traveller is usually offered a guided 
tour of the society, and given an explanation of its social, political, economic and 
religious organization; This journey typically implies the return of the utopian traveller 
to his or her own country, in order to be able to take back the message that there are 
alternative and better ways of organizing society. (7) 
 
She furthermore maintains that classical utopian literature features societies with strict rules, 
and shows mistrust in individuals' capacity to live together (7). Such structure was normative 
in literary utopias until the 1960s and 1970s, when it changed radically (Fitting 148). It seems 
that while these more recent works were still mainly about political and economic issues, 
the form of the story changed to reflect the individualism apparent in modernity (Fitting 
148). The new focus was on the characters for whom the utopia is the lived reality, as 
opposed to the guided tour which merely exhibited the new ways of organizing the society 
(Fitting 148). This may also be a way to engage Levitas's notion that as the classic literary 
utopia is mostly interested in just the kind of tour described, the quality of writing may vary 
(191). 
There is, then, a clear change in the normative storyline of the genre. There also seems 
to be a definite turn in the construction of the society described. What both Sargent and 
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Vieira seem to suggest is that as the recent utopia has begun to deal more with the individual, 
the society is now seen through the focus of the characters and therefore not as a perfect 
place. Such utopias that are still meant as better than reality, but less than perfect, have come 
to be called critical utopias (Sargent 6; Vieira 18). 
The critical utopia is, then, the literary utopia of today, and the criticism concerns the 
earlier utopian tradition of postulating a perfected society (Levitas and Sargisson 15). This 
is at least partly due to the subjective nature of utopia. Sargent gives as an example B.F. 
Skinner's Walden Two, which was taken by the reading public as a clearly good place and, 
simultaneously, as a totalitarian society (8). Similar dualisms can be found in any classical 
literary utopia in one way or another, as they are commonly highly regulated by rules, laws 
and moral codes, which makes them vulnerable to be seen as dystopic from another 
viewpoint. The critical utopia, on the other hand, is filled with ambiguity, presenting, 
according to Sargent, "better but flawed societies, or worse societies with something still 
good about them” (32), which would describe a variety of recent utopias, such as arguably 
the Culture in “The State of The Art” as I aim to prove later.  
Accusations of totalitarianism, however, are not the only reason for the shift to the 
critical approach. As mentioned before, the focus of the new utopia is on the individual, 
which allows the author to more fully engage with the subjective notions of utopia. Ruth 
Levitas summarizes Tom Moylan’s views and mentions that this means, on the one hand, 
that the utopia is no more interested in just the utopia of a white male which was the norm 
earlier, and on the other hand, that the structure of the story can be less boring and thus more 
sellable (198).  The critical part of the new utopia is furthermore achieved through this new 
subjectivity, as placing the focus on a character within the utopia can reveal flaws that only 
an inhabitant would notice. Tom Moylan also asserts that this focus on the imperfections 
allows for postulation of more recognizable and dynamic alternatives to the present, which 
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according to Levitas "may or may not be achieved" (Moylan qtd. in Baccolini and Moylan 
2; Levitas 197-198). This seems logical, as it is questionable how perfection can be built of 
imperfect materials. 
In the same vein, Fredric Jameson considers utopia as having become not just "the 
representation of Utopia, but rather the conflict of all possible Utopias, and the arguments 
about the nature and desirability of Utopia as such" (216). He quotes Robert Nozick who 
considers utopia so multifaceted that it becomes meta-utopia, where all utopias consist of 
other utopias (qtd. in Jameson 217). This is partially true of all utopian literature, as many 
utopias are mainly answers to other utopian visions, but Jameson seems to imply that the 
critical utopia is based on the assumption that the society it describes is imperfect and can 
move towards perfection only through contact with other such societies, whether within the 
work or without. And the phrase 'move towards perfection' is also critical here, as Levitas 
points out that "the critical utopia brings into question both whether and how the good society 
may emerge, as well as the possibility of any society achieving perfection (198).  
The critical utopia seems to connect here with utopianism in that the postulated future 
utopia is seen as emerging from the reader’s own reality, and the ways of achieving it are 
formulated and tested in connection with other utopian ideas. Moylan confirms this when he 
states that "[the critical utopia] is more capable of performing the consciousness-raising 
function of representing and stimulating the will to transformation which is a key function 
of utopia. The critical utopia is thus a transforming force" (qtd. in Levitas 198-199). A major 
part of this is his idea of estrangement introduced in section 2.1 above. The desire for utopia 
is created by the juxtaposition of the author's reality and the utopia of the text, and the new 
kind of interpreting the world that follows from this conflict. The shared perception seems 
to be that this kind of estrangement is vital if the utopia is to attempt rousing people into 
action (Sargent 104; Levitas and Sargisson 14).  
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There are some questions on whether a flawed utopia is actually capable of actualizing 
action, as evident in Levitas and Sargisson: "there is a weakening involved in the almost 
total shift to the heuristic or critical utopia, as what is lost is the drive to change and the 
assertion of its possibility. Utopia may still express desire, but it does not articulate hope" 
(15-16). Levitas also refers to Zygmunt Bauman, who has doubted whether contemporary 
utopias could be powerful enough to reach popular recognition and achieve political 
mobilization (195). Elizabeth Russell, however, seems to believe that even imperfect 
utopias, and in some sense especially they, may be enough to motivate people towards actual 
change (Introduction 10). Another theorist of utopianism, Karl Mannheim, argues that not 
only may utopias motivate change, but they are an irresistible force for change, although he 
considers as utopias all aspirations of change the current reality incorporates, and not just 
literary ones (199). However, Mannheim suggests that utopias are conceived by forerunner 
individuals, and in this way literary utopias may have a place in this concept (206-207). 
Nevertheless, as Mannheim is more a political theorist than a literary one, I will investigate 
his view more fully in section 3, which concentrates on ideology.  
 In this section I have shown what kind of shapes utopian texts take as a way of 
preparing for an analysis of ”The State of The Art” later. This seems important in that form 
has an impact on content, i.e., the way a utopia is represented even on the level of form 
affects how the utopian society is perceived by the reader, and thus her view of the utopia’s 
values, or its ideologies.  
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2.3. Dystopia 
 
In this section I will discuss dystopia, the bad place, as a literary phenomenon. I will start by 
showing how the genre of dystopia arose from the utopia, and then continue on to examine 
what kind of characteristics it has gained as a genre of its own. As with the utopia, the 
dystopia can be separated into classical and critical subgenres, and while for this thesis the 
critical dystopia seems to be particularly fitting, an overview of literary dystopia may also 
be beneficial for the eventual analysis of ”The State of The Art”. Dystopia is interesting in 
the text in that it is not precisely there but exists only implicitly in the context of the utopian 
text of the Culture. The implied dystopia also connects with ideology in the text, 
strengthening the dualism of the ideologies present in the novella. 
Like the critical utopia, the genre of dystopia has also been wary of perfect places and 
attempted to warn of the dangers of totalitarianism. As a genre, or possibly as a subgenre of 
the utopia, dystopia became prominent in the first half of the 20th century, due mostly to the 
rise of socialism and the devastating world wars that shook people's faith in progress and 
human character (Fitting 136). In a simplified definition, the dystopia can be seen as the dark 
side of the utopia. Lyman Tower Sargent captures this quite well when he says that: "[t]he 
utopian views humanity and its future with either hope or alarm. If viewed with hope, the 
result is usually a utopia. If viewed with alarm, the result is usually a dystopia" (8). Krishan 
Kumar seems to support this view and adds that the alarm has to do with the fear over what 
might happen if action is not taken to evade the circumstances that have led to the dystopic 
society, and he also repeats the point made earlier about someone's utopia being someone 
else's dystopia, and vice versa (Kumar in Levitas 189-190). Also Maria Varsam addresses 
this issue, pointing out that the ambiguity may hinder analysis of certain texts (204-205). 
She, however, tries to deal with this problem by evoking Sargent who emphasizes the 
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intentions of the author as the guideline and she goes on to point out that the reader's view 
is also valid here. (Varsam 204-205). Carol Franko, who is more interested in where this 
kind of ambiguity actually stems from, explains that at least one reason for it, and especially 
in the case of interpreting classical utopias as dystopias, is that in modern times there arises 
a conflict between individualism and communality where the earlier communal ideal of a 
perfect society starts to be seen as dystopian and oppressive from the individual's point of 
view (79).  
This turn towards a more individualistic form of genre is reflected in a statement by 
Fredric Jameson: "[t]he dystopia is generally a narrative, which happens to a specific subject 
or character, whereas the Utopian text is mostly non-narrative and [...] somehow without 
subject-positions” (qtd. in Cavalcanti 50). The non-narrative utopian guided tour is clearly 
identical to the communal form of society that Franko writes about. However, while Jameson 
identifies this difference between the two, he also maintains that their subject matter remains 
the same, that is, the "systematic descriptions of the new institutions and explanations and 
arguments for their superiority", which the dystopia needs only to change from positive to 
negative (216). Lyman Tower Sargent reiterates this on the individual level very 
comprehensibly in stating that "[f]or the utopian, human intelligence and ingenuity know no 
bounds; for the dystopian, human greed and stupidity know no bounds. And they both appear 
to be right." (21-22). 
There is, then, much of the same material in both dystopia and utopia, but defining the 
dystopia as just the reverse utopia would be oversimplifying the matter. There are enough 
differences between the two genres, specifically in their treatment of their subject matter, to 
warrant a separate inquiry of dystopia as a literary genre. 
Unlike the classic literary utopia, the dystopia has always been much more tied to its 
historical context. Elizabeth Russell argues that while the utopia by its very  name should 
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have no connection to either time or place, the dystopia is always rooted in the author's own 
time, projecting the negative characteristics of her own time into the future, which the turns 
out to be undesirable (134). Fatima Vieira clearly agrees with this, and terms this projection 
an euchronia, "imagining what the same place — the place where the utopist lives — will 
be like in another time - the future" (17).  However, as the term she uses is borrowed from 
the utopia, the correct form here would clearly be dyschronia, or 'the bad time'. Raffaella 
Baccolini points out that this kind of time-context that emphasizes the connection to actual 
reality is therefore a warning about the possible outcomes of our present world (115).  
While the use of a specific historical context may be merely a minor difference 
between the literary utopia and the dystopia, the protagonist is one of the major differences. 
I mentioned above the form of the guided tour, which the classical utopia takes, and in which 
the focus is firmly on the workings of the better society. In the literary dystopia the 
protagonist, however, is the actual individual, not the society. Here we can see a connection 
with the critical utopia, which adopted this form of storytelling only after the dystopia had 
used it to bring to light the flaws inherent in any totalitarian human society. There is, 
however, a problem with the narrator as a subject of the dystopian society. Moylan and 
Baccolini point out that as the dystopian story tends to open "in medias res within the 
nightmarish society, cognitive estrangement is at first forestalled by the immediacy and 
normality of the location" (5). This means that the society, while nightmarish to the reader, 
is normal to the narrator-protagonist, and the estrangement effect and the connection to the 
reader's reality may fail to happen. This rarely remains the case, as the protagonist frequently 
questions the society they live in (Moylan and Baccolini 5). And while in the classical 
dystopia it is possible to find worlds and protagonists so drained of agency that they do not 
even realize that they are not free (Jacobs 92), the questioning nature of the individual 
protagonists is more the rule than the exception. 
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As I pointed out earlier, there is an opposition between the individual and the system. 
And the individual is not just a person; he or she is "the unique, self-determining individual", 
as Naomi Jacobs puts it. She states that "[a]gainst the perversions of dystopia is set the model 
of a 'truly human' life in which self-expression and self-determination are relatively 
unconstrained” (Jacobs 93). What she obviously means is that the protagonist of the classic 
dystopia underlines the pointless struggle of the individual under totalitarianism, where 
being true to oneself becomes the only way of resistance. However, even should the 
resistance prove futile, the reader experiences it from the individual protagonist’s point of 
view. This is important in the creation of dystopia that cannot be turned to a utopia by some 
other reader. This view is strongly supported by Maria Varsam, who argues for a twofold 
process of identification and defamiliarization (205). What she means is that the dystopian 
text must be constructed in such a way that the reader will identify with the protagonist 
(Varsam 205). The protagonist's view of the society he or she lives in will then become the 
one the reader accepts as valid through identification with the character, and the dystopia 
will thus become less tied to the time of writing (Varsam 205). The defamiliarization will 
then arise from the fact that as the reader delves into another society and lives it with the 
protagonist, on return she will see her own reality as if anew (Varsam 206). Varsam points 
out that such a new way of seeing will bring out the seeds of dystopia in our own reality 
where they are normally hidden by our everyday dulled perception (206). Defamiliarization, 
of course, is a term closely connected with Suvin's estrangement, but it seems Varsam uses 
the concept in order to emphasize the need for identification, which Suvin's theory does not 
demand. 
The seeds of the dystopia, then, warn of the future that is yet to come. However, the 
dystopia as a genre is not as future oriented as the utopia is. There is, of course, a strong 
sense of warning about the kinds of actions that must be taken to evade the bad future 
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described in the dystopia, but there also seems to be a warning against the dangers of 
repeating old mistakes. The dystopic future in literature seems often to portray "'historical 
collapse,' almost 'a regression' to a previous time" (Pfelzer qtd. in Baccolini, 115). 
Furthermore, history is not only linked to the future in this symbolic way, but is a frequent 
part of such narrative. Baccolini argues that many of the totalitarian societies in the literary 
dystopias are interested in controlling history and its revision and erasure (115). This is, in 
part, due to the fact that there are a number of real dystopic situations in the history of our 
own reality. Maria Varsam points out that the extrapolation of these historical situations into 
the future is another common trait in dystopian literature (201-208). She refers to this 
strategy as a 'concrete dystopia', and states that it means seeing the bad in our time or in the 
past that can become worse in the future. (Varsam 207-208). It thereby connects the past to 
the present, and makes us see not only the present as a potential dystopia, but the past as an 
actual one. As the historical situation is a factual one, it is not just purely dystopic but can 
also contain utopian ruptures in the way of cultural products such as art and literature 
(Varsam 208). A concrete dystopia, therefore, does not only warn about the possibility that 
something bad may happen, but that it may happen again (Varsam 209).  
As with utopian literature, dystopian literature also contains the possibility of inciting 
action, which was briefly touched on when mentioning the genre's attempt to warn of coming 
dangers. These warnings are meant to actualize into change in society, very much in the 
utopian hope that a better future is possible. As Vieira states, the dystopias   
 
expect a very positive reaction on the part of their readers: on the one hand, the readers 
are led to realize that all human beings have […] flaws, and social improvement — 
rather than individual improvement — is the only way to ensure social and political 
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happiness; on the other hand, the readers are to understand that the depicted future is 
not a reality but only a possibility that they have to learn to avoid. (17)  
 
As the classical literary dystopia presents societies where individual action has no chance to 
promote societal action, the assumption on the reader's part may be that as the dystopia is an 
extrapolation of reality, the individual in the present may not have any influence over her 
environs either. There is, then, in the literary dystopia also a change towards a different path 
of individualism the like of which we saw earlier with the utopia. 
The turn towards critique is not, however, as pronounced in the dystopia as it was in 
literary utopia. Many of the same mechanics apply: the critical dystopia, according to Jane 
Donawerth, "offers the reader an education of desire that focuses anger, a view of the present 
as defamiliarized and historical, and a radical hope for better ways of living” (30). These are, 
naturally, the same tactics that the classic dystopia used to promote the need to act to evade 
the possibly terrible future. The critical dystopia, however, does attempt to refashion the 
genre to allow for broader form, not only the individual's losing battle against the uncaring 
society. One of the ways it does this is by blurring the genre boundaries. Baccolini and 
Moylan state that the critical dystopia borrows conventions from other genres self-
reflexively in an attempt to expand the potential for critical expression (7). Baccolini herself 
mentions that the critical dystopia reads almost like a historical novel, but this is also due to 
the fact that the critical dystopia as a form of literature is also very interested in history (116). 
She observes that the recovery of history "becomes a pivotal element both for the narrative 
structure of the critical dystopia and for the [protagonist]" (Baccolini 116). This, of course, 
has much to do with the remark made earlier on the classical dystopia's trope of hiding and 
destroying history on the level of the story. 
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The most noticeable trait of the critical dystopia is, however, the ambiguity in their 
closure. Baccolini and Moylan argue that this kind of open ending gives hope to both the 
protagonist and, ultimately, the reader. This, then, is the critical dystopia's answer to the 
possibility of the utopian impulse getting suppressed in the classical dystopia. They also 
speculate that by "rejecting the traditional subjugation of the individual at the end of the 
novel", the critical dystopia also opens up the present for those groups that are set in the 
marginal by current hegemonic powers by giving them hope for the future (7). Fatima Vieira 
remarks the same idea, and reiterates the point that the escape the open ending offers 
humanity gives rise to the very same utopian hope that comes through in the more 
traditionally utopian literature (17). It seems, then, that while I have tried to express here the 
view claiming that utopia and dystopia are both genuinely separate genres of literature, the 
driving force behind them, that is, the utopian hope, is still the same. By giving hope in the 
form of the story, the critical utopia can thus incite hope also in the present for the reader.  
In this section, then, I have attempted to show what kind of literary forms the dystopian 
text usually uses. The main aim has been to convince the reader that the dystopia is a vessel 
for criticizing the writer’s contemporary society on the one hand, and history on the other. 
The form that a particular dystopia takes affects the critique in the same way that the form 
of utopia affects the reading of the positive characteristics in that genre, as was argued above. 
The forms that the utopia and the dystopia take in ”The State of The Art” will then tell us 
much about what kind of effect it is intended to have on the reader. In the next section I will 
study ideology, as the critique that utopian literature presents to the reader can be read within 
an ideological context: on one hand in the way it creates ideological societies, and on the 
other how these ideologies are ideologically constructed in order to generate action, a 
concept closely tied with utopianism. 
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3. Ideology 
 
While I have thus far treated ”The State of The Art” as utopian literature, it must also be 
noted that the collection in which the novella appears is science fiction and thus a part of 
popular culture. Ken Gelder notes in  Popular Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a 
Literary Field that there is a perception that “[…] popular fiction is ‘pure ideology’, simply 
a matter of commerce, nothing more or less than a ‘product’”, and thus unable to criticize 
the culture it emerges from (35). He argues furthermore that the caricature of the reader of 
popular fiction is one of an uncritical consumer, for whom the act of reading is merely escape 
from reality (38). However, Gelder considers this portrayal to be a false one, and notes that 
science fiction in particular is a genre with a distinctly political bent (71). The study of 
popular culture on the whole is a site for the argument whether popular products can 
contradict the dominant ideology of any culture. In this section, then, I will look at what 
ideology is, as my eventual aim is to study how the utopian ideology in ”The State of The 
Art” shapes the perception of the ideology of contemporary capitalism, and whether  
equating it with the dystopia creates a critical view of it. I will furthermore argue that popular 
culture can also be critical of the dominant ideology. 
As many theorists have noted, the concept of ideology is an extensive one, and, 
depending on the definition chosen, may be read as a positive or a negative term. Terry 
Eagleton, for example, counts 16 definitions in his book Ideology, and those he mentions are 
but some of the ones that are currently in use (1-2). He does, however, simplify the issue by 
dividing these definitions into two ‘central lineages’, where one is more interested in 
ideology as “ideas of true and false cognition” and “illusion, distortion and mystification”, 
whereas the other is more sociological, seeing ideology as concerned with “the function of 
ideas within social life” (Eagleton Ideology, 3). In this section I will at first look at these two 
ways of seeing ideology before moving to explore the concept of ‘hegemony’. Then I will 
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explore Louis Althusser’s theories of ideology, which in some ways combine the two central 
lineages mentioned above, and will close with a look at ideology in literature. 
 
3.1 Two Central Lineages 
 
As stated above, in this section I will look at the two central lineages of theorizing ideology. 
The understanding of ideas as false consciousness approach and the ideas as social road signs 
approach will give the reader a way of understanding the theories of Antonio Gramsci and 
Louis Althusser which I will present later.  
The notion of ideology as false consciousness rises from the Marxist doctrine of base-
superstructure division. In short, this means that the economic structure of society, or the 
base, conditions the superstructure of social, political and intellectual life (Marx). This is 
self-evident to some extent, as when Terry Eagleton comments that: “the sheer struggle for 
material survival and reproduction, in conditions of real or artificially induced scarcity, has 
tied up such enormous resources of human energy that we would surely expect to find its 
traces inscribed in the rest of what we do” (Ideology 82-83). There are therefore two aspects 
of life which people could influence, and for the Marxists the one that needed changing 
would be the base. The superstructure, on the other hand, was the arena of ideology. 
In traditional Marxism, ideology was read as false consciousness, which Herman 
Rapaport explains to mean the “misrecognition by a class of people of its true situation with 
respect to the totality of society” (241). Moreover, Freeden points out that false 
consciousness does not manifest itself automatically but is disseminated by the ruling class, 
whereby this class makes its ideas the ruling ideas in a society (6). In this way the interest of 
one group of people could gain the status of ‘truth’, which was universally valid and rational 
(Freeden, 6). The subordinate class thus would not recognize its own state in the grand 
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scheme of things, having been brainwashed to accept the status quo as natural. Freeden states 
that this was indeed the view of both Marx and Engels (7), but it seems that few take this 
concept of ideology as wholly valid any longer. Rapaport criticizes the idea on the grounds 
that the ruling class is just one group that is interested in the dissemination of its own 
ideology — if they were the only one capable of this, there would never be any questioning 
of the status quo by anyone (238). Terry Eagleton, furthermore, writes that it is unlikely that 
any group of people would be content to believe in an ideology that was “vacuous and 
absurd” for them (Ideology 12). This is not to say that people will not believe in things that 
are against their own best interests, but that, as explained in  the quote allegedly presented 
by Abraham Lincoln, “you can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people 
all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time.” 
Ideology, then, is not the sole property of the ruling class, even if it has better 
possibilities for spreading its message, nor is false consciousness automatically false in that 
it is blindly taken up by the subordinate classes. In this vein, Eagleton mentions that even 
when embracing the ruling ideology, subordinate people may intellectually accept it as 
exploitative, but feel there is some benefit for themselves in complying with it (Ideology 26-
27). The later study of ideology has furthermore showed that even while the ideology of 
ruling class may be dominant, it has “continually to negotiate with the ideologies of its 
subordinates (Eagleton, Ideology 45) and is thus inherently relational. This means that 
“[i]deology is a realm of contestation and negotiation, in which there is a constant busy 
traffic: meanings and values are stolen, transformed, appropriated across the frontiers of 
different classes and groups, surrendered, repossessed, reinflected (Eagleton, Ideology 101). 
It would seem, then, that ideology is not just to do with the ideas people believe in, but with 
the contact of differing ideas and, furthermore, ideologies themselves (Eagleton, Ideology, 
106; Rapaport 238). Furthermore, this contact is not just ambivalent but foregrounds 
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competition, and thus Eagleton can make his statement that ideology as a term refers to 
questions of power (Ideology 5). The view of ideology as a false consciousness is not, then, 
wholly valid: while it may be that ideology makes people misapprehend their situation, there 
does not seem to be one sovereign source of ideology, but many competing ideologies which 
vie for the place of ruling ideology. 
From this we move to the other central lineage, which posited ideology as the 
functioning of ideas within social life, as here they are not seen as only something that 
mesmerizes people into accepting values not their own. Ideology as a map for understanding 
ideas and their relations to other ideas was thought to be needed as social life had become 
too complicated to be understood as is in its entirety (Eagleton, Ideology 150-151). A simple 
illustration of this view would be that of Martin Seliger, who states that ideology is “sets of 
ideas by which men posit, explain and justify ends and means of organized social action, and 
specifically political action, irrespective of whether such action aims to preserve, amend, 
uproot or rebuild a given social order” (qtd. in Eagleton, Ideology, 6-7). It is apparent that in 
this case ideology ceases to be just the tool of the ruling class and becomes a term usable of 
the subversive groups of people as well. Eagleton furthermore mentions that especially 
groups gain coherence from ideology, as it unifies them and thus allows them to exert 
influence upon society as a whole (Ideology, 45). However, these views of ideology still 
emphasize the conscious influence ideologies have, while another way to think about them 
is the unconscious way we are brought up to act in society.  
This is the way in which Karl Mannheim has defined ideology, as the “unconscious 
presuppositions that guided human thinking, as well as the irrational foundations of 
knowledge. After all, social groups operate on the basis of “shared rituals, prejudices, stories, 
and histories — elements that ideologies incorporate” (Freeden 13). For Mannheim, the 
ideas are also inherently relational, that is, they cannot be understood on their own, but only 
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in relation to other ideas (Freeden 15). However, Mannheim also subscribes to the view that 
ideology as this kind of overarching societal premise created false consciousness in that even 
the ruling class became blinded by their own ideology and thus misunderstood the situation 
they were living in (40). And not only the ruling class but the oppressed groups as well 
would, in their own ideologies which Mannheim termed utopia, become so entangled with 
the idea of destroying the status quo that they would not perceive it as it really was (40). In 
a way, Mannheim’s approach connects both of the central lineages, a view that I will 
approach more fully later when inspecting the views of Louis Althusser. Also noteworthy is 
the fact that Mannheim’s view of utopia actually ties rather neatly with the concept of 
ideology in that he uses different terms in order to separate the intentions of the groups who 
hold to these different approaches, ideology as a preserver of status quo and utopia as the 
destroyer of the same, but the content of both views is ideological, just oriented towards 
opposite ends. The drive to change things for the better in the future, which is identifiable 
with utopianism discussed above in chapter 2, is then thoroughly ideological, and thus these 
two concepts seem to be an interesting pairing to study in the context of ”The State of The 
Art”.  
To sum up: ideology deals with questions of ideas, which are an integral part of any 
society insofar as they help us interpret our surroundings, both mental and concrete. While 
Marx saw ideology mainly as a way for the ruling class to keep lower classes subservient, 
later theorists have found out that ideologies serve a purpose in human interaction and the 
society. The ideologies that a given society has are furthermore shaped by the kind of society 
that produces them. Nor are there only one set of ideas in a society at a time, but sets of ideas 
constantly compete to be accepted as norms. This acceptance depends somewhat on the 
power of the ones holding to that ideology, but can be challenged by other, less powerful 
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ideologies. I will next examine how ideologies are recreated in society, and what this means 
for ideology. 
 
 
3.2. Gramsci and Hegemony 
 
In this section I will look at the concept of hegemony, and through it to the ways ideology is 
disseminated through society. This is an interesting aspect of ideology for the study of ”The 
State of The Art”, as while the novella attempts to posit capitalism as the great hegemonizing 
force, the utopian Culture can also be analyzed in this fashion, making the reader question 
the utopian nature of the society. 
The term ‘hegemony’ was coined by the Italian intellectual Antonio Gramsci in his 
writings, the most important of which is The Prison Notebooks, a collection of work he wrote 
while imprisoned from 1929 onwards. Gramsci was a leftist activist, and interested in 
ideology as a way of disseminating the socialist message (Rosengarten). His study on the 
ways this could be achieved has given birth to the theory of hegemony. 
David Hawkes states that Gramsci subscribed to the idea demonstrated above of 
ideology as a way for the ruling class to impose its ideas on the rest of society, but as with 
the amendments to the primary view presented above, believed that other classes are able to 
combat these ideas presented from above with their own ideologies (113). In a sense he also 
believes in ideology as false consciousness, but points out that not all ideologies are false, 
but that they may be true and even necessary (Hawkes 113-114). However, in Gramsci we 
see an amalgamation of the two central lineages, as for to him ideology was also “lived, 
habitual social practice” that helps people organize their lives (Eagleton, Ideology 115-117), 
which is very nearly synonymous with the second view of ideology as the functioning of 
ideas within social life. From the blend of these two he extracts hegemony, “the nexus of 
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material and ideological instruments through which the ruling class maintains its power 
(Hawkes 114; emphasis original).” 
At first glance this would seem to point towards a firm view seeing ideology as the 
tool of the ruling class, and in some ways Gramsci accepts this view, as he saw hegemony 
as a way for the ruling class (the bourgeoisie) to exert its influence not only through state 
control and force, but primarily by affecting the civil and cultural side of society (Freeden 
20). These would include a whole range of institutions that are not only state controlled, such 
as media, religion, care and education etc. (Eagleton, Ideology 113-114). The concept of 
hegemony is thus somewhat more limited than that of  ideology, which can be forcibly 
imposed (for example, apartheid in South Africa), as Gramsci stresses that to gain hegemony 
the ruling class must win consent from those it would rule – Western parliamentary 
democracy is also one such way of winning favor for the rulers (Eagleton, Ideology 112). 
There are a number of ways for this to happen, two of which I will mention here, namely 
legitimation and universalizing. Legitimation here means not only what Eagleton describes 
as “a spurious wash of legality”, but also the establishing of particular interests as acceptable 
in the society as a whole (Eagleton, Ideology 54). As for universalizing, it is a way for 
painting particular ideas and interests as applicable to all humanity instead of being 
connected to a certain time and place (Eagleton, Ideology 56). On the whole we are talking 
about a group of people disseminating its interests throughout the society, not by deceiving 
others as such to accept this but by making it seem that these interests are ‘in the best interest 
of all’, as it were (Eagleton, Ideology 116). This is not to say, though, that hegemony would 
like to appear visible to those it affects, as according to Eagleton, “once power nakedly 
reveals its hand, it can become an object of political contestation” (Ideology, 116). This is, 
of course, why legitimation and universalizing exist in the first place. How effective they are 
can still be questioned, for Raymond Williams states that hegemony is not constant and 
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needs to be “renewed, recreated, defended, and modified” when it runs up against counter-
hegemonic forces, having thus to engage in a sort of discourse with them that modifies 
hegemony itself in some ways (qtd. in Eagleton Ideology, 115). Thus, hegemony is finally 
not merely ideology disseminated by those in power, but an exercise in compromise.  
Gramsci does, however, express doubt about that, while compromise is a probable 
consequence in establishing hegemony, the minds of the oppressed may be ‘tainted’ by the 
ideologies that the ruling class has been able to disseminate while in power (Eagleton, 
Ideology 122), and compromise is thus something arrived at from a restricted group of 
options. What this means is that, as Fredric Jameson puts it, the possibilities of choice may 
have been chosen previously according to the prevailing ideology, and thus those ideas that 
do not conform to it are “thrust beyond the boundaries of intelligibility” (qtd. in Eagleton, 
Ideology 126).  Or, as Eagleton point out elsewhere, the oppressed may not be interested in 
combatting the ideology of their ‘oppressors,’ as there are many other facets in life that 
require their attention (Ideology 34). 
The answer to this problem resides, according to Gramsci, in ‘organic intellectuals’, 
who are “the product of an emergent social class” (Eagleton, Ideology 118-120), that is, of 
the peoples outside the ruling class, and their purpose is to give voice to these people and 
their subaltern ideologies in a coherent form. They do this by being part of everyday social 
life and somehow picking up from it those ideas which are beneficial to the lower classes, 
thus unifying theory and practice, while at the same time trying to avoid those remnants of 
the ruling hegemony discussed above (Eagleton, Ideology 118-120). It should be noted that 
in this view those who are mostly aware of the hegemony and how it affects people are 
mainly those upper classes who try to promulgate their ideology, and the organic intellectual 
who attempt to struggle against that with their own. For the consumers of these ideologies it 
is thus an unconscious matter (Freeden 20). As a last note before moving on to Louis 
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Althusser and his theories on interpellation, it should be mentioned that, while the consumer 
of ideology is in Gramsci’s view unconscious of the ideological content she receives from 
the hegemonic societal structures, Paul Ricoeur argues that ideologies contain a surplus of 
meaning of which even their disseminators may be unaware of (qtd. in Freeden 46-47). This 
means that ideology can be somehow unaware of what it is communicating, a notion that is 
important for the study of ideology in literature.   
 
 
3.3. Althusser and Interpellation 
 
In this section my interest resides in inspecting interpellation, i.e., the way in which society 
hails an individual to take part in it. In ”The State of The Art” the success of interpellation 
is explored through the figure of Dervley Linter, which raises questions of to which degree 
ideology is capable of creating hegemony. The interplay of successful and failed 
interpellation also creates tension in the utopia-dystopia dualism, problematizing the 
unambiguous interpretation the text seemingly offers the reader. 
Louis Althusser, as many other theorists of ideology, drew on the Marxist tradition for 
his own concept of ideology, considering the ruling ideology to be a tool for the repression 
of the working class. He also approaches Gramscian views in appointing ideology the task 
of dissembling of morality rather than making it merely a state-enforced code (Freeden 25). 
For Althusser, the main task of any economic system would be to ensure its existence by 
reproducing its conditions of production – in other words, ensuring that it would have the 
workforce needed to continue its existence (Hawkes 117-118). This the capitalist state 
achieves with two kinds of institutions, namely the Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA), 
made up of the police, law courts, army etc; and the Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA), 
comprising of the family, the Church, political parties etc (Hawkes 117-118). These two 
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complementary halves would then use their appointed mediums to uphold the status quo, 
that is, violence and ideology, respectively (Hawkes 117-118). As the way the RSAs use 
their power is quite self-evident, I will here focus on the ideological ISAs. Althusser argues 
that, due to the role of the ISAs, ideology exists before the individual, that is, the individual 
‘always-already’ has a presupposed position to which he is to be set according to the needs 
of the ideology (Hawkes 119). This is achieved by the process of interpellation, whereby an 
ideology recruits an individual into a subject position by hailing them, and thus inviting them 
to step into their allocated place within the ideology (Althusser; Hawkes 119). To reiterate, 
the individual is hailed by ideology before she knows existence outside it, and is thus 
‘always-already’ a subject. As a result, the individual cannot in any meaningful way pick 
and choose what parts of ideology to accept or reject. This furthermore means that the 
division to true and false consciousness in the Marxian sense is meaningless as there is no 
existence outside of ideology (Rapaport 248). However, Althusser also argues that the 
subject existing within a particular ideology cannot see that ideology, thus thinking herself 
to be no subject to any ideology—it is one of the effects of ideology to mask its own power 
and even existence by making them part of the everyday life (Althusser; Eagleton, Ideology 
154), a thought similar to legitimation and universalizing mentioned above. Eagleton adds 
that this means that Althusser is shifting us “from a cognitive to an affective theory of 
ideology”, which is to say that what individuals say and do contain parts of the social system 
and, thus, ideology, without the individual being aware of this (Ideology 19; emphasis 
original). In this unconscious way, as Eagleton points out, ideology provides imaginary 
models of the whole social situations, which act as maps and, as I see this, point the 
individual towards acceptable routes of living (Ideology, 151-152). Here ideology grants 
ideas a kind of independence, whereby they are themselves part of the skein making up the 
whole of a given social situation (Hawkes 123).  
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For Althusser, then, ideology hails the individual through ISA’s in order to set them to 
work in renewing that ideology, and at the same time trying to dispel any thoughts on the 
part of the individual that this is actually happening. However, while Althusser’s theory is 
influential in a number of ways, mainly in recognizing the variety of institutions which take 
part in the dissembling of ideology, and not only in the public sphere but the private as well 
(Freeden 25-27), it is at the same time somewhat bleak in presuming such a powerful 
ideology that it seems nigh impossible for an individual to approach it in any critical way. 
This can, according to Pierre Macherey, be done in the field of literature, however (qtd. in 
Hawkes 126), and that is what the next section will discuss. 
 
 
3.4. Ideology and Literature 
 
Literature as a cultural product also carries ideological content just as any other ISA, or as 
John Storey puts it, “some cultural texts and practices present distorted images of reality. 
They produce what is called false consciousness” (3). Herbert Marcuse even argues that 
there is no way for culture to work against ruling ideology, as all culture succumbs to the 
hegemony of the status quo, thus no longer being able to criticize the present, and only 
confirms its position as the “only better future” available (Storey 103). For Marcuse, 
ideology has then stolen away the utopianism implicit in culture, and there is no struggle 
possible. However, Althusser claims that a ‘great work’ of literature is somehow exempt 
from the influence of ideology, and thus, according to M. H. Abrams, “establishes for the 
reader a distance from which to recognize, hence expose, the ideology from which it is born” 
(151). Pierre Macherey has furthermore argued that literary text not only distances, but at 
the same time exposes the contradictions of that ideology in “what the text fails to say 
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because its ideology makes it impossible to say” (qtd. in Abrams  151). Furthermore, recent 
interest in popular fiction has produced the point of view which argues that popular text can 
also express the ideological inconsistencies within itself, be this intended or not (Storey 5). 
Storey argues that popular culture is “a site of struggle between the forces of resistance 
of subordinate groups in society, and the forces of incorporation of dominant groups in 
society” (13). He does, however, concede that hegemony may use cultural products to 
contain this struggle within acceptable limits, but this still implies that hegemony has to treat 
with the views of its subordinates in some meaningful way to keep itself in power (Storey 
119). Literature, and even popular fiction, can thus be said to contain this struggle, even if it 
is concealed from immediate view behind the structure of a story. As Terry Eagleton puts it, 
“in producing ideological representations, the text reveals in peculiarly intense, compacted 
and coherent form the categories from which those representations are produced” (Criticism 
85). What he means by this is that a text, which as a form seeks solution (i.e. a change to the 
initial situation of the text), must do so within the limits that the ideology within it allows 
(86-87).  
However, as the ideology only allows certain kinds of solutions, that is, those which 
are in accordance with it, this leads to internal conflict and disorder within the text that has 
to mold itself into a shape that is not of its own design – in a very similar way to the tainted 
ways of living pictured by Althusser (Eagleton, Criticism 86-87). Whether the text manages 
to reach a solution after all this is irrelevant for Eagleton: “the nature of a ‘non-solution’ is 
as significant as the nature of a ‘solution’” (Criticism 86-87). He, however, reminds us that 
while literature may be a vehicle for exposing the ruling ideology, the ruling class can still 
use it to disseminate their own message, notably through the educational apparatus 
(Criticism 55-56). This means that literature is not after all exempt from ideology, but may 
still offer it up in such a way that the ideological content becomes visible, even if only to the 
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observant reader. Jameson seems to be of a like mind when, writing about the novel, he states 
that while it is a product of ideology, it can simultaneously be a revolt against it (qtd. in 
Davis 48), which agrees with the theory of popular fiction as a site of struggle between 
differing ideologies. 
It seems likely, then, that literature is not outside ideology, and so it is prudent to look 
at how this ideology presents itself. Eagleton argues that the basic reason for the 
ideologicalness of literature is its relationship with history, or more like the lack thereof: for 
Eagleton the history depicted by literature is in all cases a fictionalized, ideologically chosen 
history, “ideology to the second power” (Criticism 70, emphasis original). What this means 
is that literature signifies representations of reality which are ideologically chosen, rather 
than any actual ‘real’ situation in history (Eagleton, Criticism 72-75). In short, while the 
object of literature may seem to be history, it is actually a picture of history, ideological and 
ideologically chosen in itself. Thus any setting in literature is ideological by its nature. 
Lennard Davis furthermore asserts that the character is also an ideological construct, 
although he writes mainly of those overtly ideological texts, in which the novelist imbues a 
character with the notions of an ideology in order to prove its merits or disadvantages (103; 
120). He claims, too, that the very act of reading a novelistic text is ideological in that by 
reading such text we give credence to the notion of an authority that creates a coherent order 
which we must passively assent to (Davis 145-146), but this may be taking the point too far.  
However, Eagleton points out that the novel is a product of ideology as much as any 
cultural product, and while there is a seeming freedom for the author to choose her style of 
writing, the ideological content has “a generally determining effect on the form of the text, 
not least in the determination of genre (Criticism 85; emphasis original). This is to say that 
ideology does not only influence what one writes, it also influences in what form that writing 
can be written. The text, however, may not be ideological only in this somewhat passive 
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way, but designed to be so by the author, as it is she as an individual who produces the text, 
not the ideological circumstances surrounding her. Michael Freeden points out that an author 
may use the form of a popular story in order to simplify the text (115), thus making the 
consumption of ideology enjoyable (119), or as he himself puts it: “good packaging may 
break the ice, penetrating the literacy barrier that would deter many people from paying 
attention to a more detailed text” (117). In a way this of course restates the above 
conversation on the ideology of literature, only with the assumption that the writer 
deliberately highlight those characteristics that make the text ideological. The hope here, 
clearly, is that the reader picks up on the subtext, and thus can get the ideological message 
beneath the surface of fiction. There is some doubt, of course, whether this is merely wishful 
thinking, as Lennard Davis argues that while novels may have the potential for revealing the 
influence of ideology, “for the large mass of people, reading novels is an activity that 
prevents or inhibits social action as do so many leisure activities in a consumer society” (18).  
Thus ideology and literature seem to be tightly connected as popular culture is 
arguably always embedded with ideology, even if the popular product may simultaneously 
act as a site of struggle for multiple ideologies. The struggle itself then has an effect on what 
kind of shape the ruling ideology will ultimately take. In this section I have also examined 
some of the forms which this content of ideology can appear in a literary setting. On a more 
general level, in this chapter I have attempted first to provide the reader with a basic 
understanding of the ways ideology is firstly perceived, and second to show how it is 
disseminated throughout society. I have approached literature as a vessel for such 
dissemination, but emphasized how it can at the same time resist the ideology the 
surrounding society imbues it with. Furthermore, it is my view that this can be done not only 
by culturally appreciated literature, but by popular fiction as well. As I move into the analysis 
section of this thesis next, I will examine what kind of ideologies appear in ”The State of 
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The Art”, how those ideologies are shaped by the utopian genre, an ultimately what kind of 
ideology the novella offers to the reader as the ideal one. 
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4. Utopian Genre and Ideology in “The State of The Art” 
 
In this chapter I will study the ways in which ideology and genre interact in the novella. I 
will argue that the Culture is presented to the reader as a utopia, and this makes the Earth 
seem a dystopia. Furthermore, the ideology that the Culture exhibits, compared to the 
capitalist ideology of Earth, aims to generate in the reader a utopian hope for, and a strive to 
work towards, such a utopian society. In order to see whether this is the case, I will thus 
examine what kinds of utopia and dystopia are present in the novella, and what kinds of 
ideologies are imbued in them. I will examine the utopia of the Culture in section 4.1, and 
the dystopia of the Earth in section 4.2. I will conclude my analysis in section 4.3, where I 
will study and evaluate the authorial ideology in the novella based on which of the 
abovementioned ideological societies seems to be ultimately the more powerful one.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
4.1. The Culture as an Ideological Utopia 
 
Here I will study what kind of society the Culture is presented as, and what kind of 
ideological structures it contains. While the form of the novella is that of a classical utopian 
text, what can actually be found in the story is most likely to be a critical utopia. This seems 
probable, as the hegemonizing tendencies, which the Culture denies having, fail to some 
extent, and as such interpellation does not succeed in the case of Dervley Linter. This creates 
the primary conflict in the text between Linter and Diziet Sma, which leads to the evaluations 
between the two societies present, namely the Culture and the Earth. First I will examine the 
novella, and what kinds of statements it makes regarding the Culture. In addition, I will 
compare this with what A Few Notes on The Culture says on the issue. I will thus first study 
what kind of utopian ideal the Culture tries to be. However, the novella does not present this 
ideal unambiguously, and I will also observe what kind of resisting statements are made of 
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the society. On the basis of this, I can then examine how ideology works within the society. 
This is continued in the next section, as the depiction of the Earth as a dystopia is ideological 
as well, and ties in with the utopian ideology. 
It is perhaps best to start examining the text by stating that in the sense that ”The State 
of The Art” is a science fiction novella, the novum that separates it from the everyday reality 
is the fictional Culture in its entirety. In approaching the Earth from this perspective of an 
alien society, the novella presents to the reader the “renewal of vision” that Fredric Jameson 
and Darko Suvin consider one of the main functions of science fiction, as I have explained 
above in section 2.1. (Beaumont 39, Jameson 255). This also ties in with Lyman Tower 
Sargent’s description of utopia as “a non-existent society described in considerable detail 
and normally located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous reader 
to view as considerably better than the society in which the reader lived” (6). In ”The State 
of The Art”, the non-existent society of the Culture is compared to the Earth of the novella 
and posited as the preferable society. Furthermore, through this comparison the reader’s own 
reality is also offered to be judged against the utopia. These judgements in turn make claims 
about the way thing should be, a tendency that Ruth Levitas recognized as another core 
attribute of utopian literature (1). For example, in the novella Banks presents the reader with 
examples of Earth poverty: “The squalor and the muck, the cripples and the swollen bellies; 
the whole poverty of it makes the beauty stand out… a single pretty girl in the crowds of 
Calcutta seems like an impossibly fragile bloom, like a… I mean you can’t believe that the 
filth and the poverty hasn’t somehow contaminated her“ (135-136). He also portrays the 
wretchedness of the human condition, as in this passage:  
 
This lot’ll tell you anything is natural; they’ll tell you greed and hate and jealousy and 
paranoia and unthinking religious awe and fear of God and hating anybody who’s 
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another colour or thinks different is natural.  Hating blacks or hating whites or hating 
women or hating men or hating gays; that’s natural.  Dog-eat-dog, looking out for 
number one, no lame ducks… Shit, they’re so convinced about what’s natural it’s the 
more sophisticated ones that’ll tell you suffering and evil are natural and necessary 
because otherwise you can’t have pleasure and goodness. (157; emphasis original) 
 
He also criticizes the insanity of a capitalist system,   
 
this wonderful economic system which, with a sureness and certainty so 
comprehensive one could almost imagine the process bears some relation to their 
limited and limiting notions of either thermodynamics or God, all food, comfort, 
energy, shelter, space, fuel and sustenance gravitates naturally and easily away from 
those who need it most and towards those who need it least.  Indeed, those on the 
receiving end of such largesse are often harmed unto death by its arrival, though the 
effects may take years and generations to manifest themselves. (176; emphasis 
original) 
 
This is contrasted in the novella it with the freedom and abundance of the Culture, as in these 
two passages where the Arbitrary explains the society to Sma: 
 
What is the Culture?  What do we believe in, even if it hardly ever is expressed, even 
if we are embarrassed about talking about it?  Surely in freedom, more than anything 
else.  A relativistic, changing sort of freedom, unbounded by laws or laid-down moral 
codes, but—in  the end—just because it is so hard to pin down and express, a freedom 
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of a far higher quality than anything to be found on any relevant scale on the planet 
beneath us at the moment.(161) 
 
All we have ever done is maximize what happens to be considered “good” at any 
particular time.  Despite what the locals may think, there is nothing intrinsically 
illogical or impossible about having a genuine, functioning Utopia, or removing 
badness without removing goodness, or pain without pleasure, or suffering without 
excitement… but on the other hand there is nothing to say that you can always fix 
things up just the way you want them without running up against the occasional 
problem.  We have removed almost all the bad in our environment, but we have not 
quite kept all the good.  Averaged out, we’re still way ahead, but we do have to yield 
to humans in some fields, and in the end of course theirs is a more interesting 
environment.  Naturally so. (167) 
 
The passage makes it clear that the Culture is the preferred option of the two.  
Furthermore, ”The State of The Art” is a utopian text not only because of these 
characteristics, but on the level of form as well. Meredith Vieira describes the classical 
utopian story as a journey to an unknown place, where the visitor is presented with a better 
society, and later returns to home with the knowledge of how a society could function 
differently (7), and the novella traces this schema quite faithfully. The text is presented as a 
memoir-travelogue where Diziet Sma, along with others, arrives at Earth, studies it, and 
departs, later to relay the information gathered in a literal form. There are deviations, 
however: the society under studiy is not the better one from Sma’s point of view, and while 
the classical utopia generally provides the visitor with a local guide to explain the society, 
in Banks’s novella this role is taken over by other characters from Sma’s own society, and 
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thus the reader never gets to see the perspective of the native inhabitant of Earth. Vieira also 
states that the classical utopia feature societies with strict rules and mistrust in people’s 
ability to live in harmony with each other (7). There is some of this in ”The State of The 
Art”, but most of it can be found in the ways in which the Culture characters view the 
inhabitants of Earth. Sma suspects whether the Mind of the ship keeps surveillance on 
Dervley Linter (147), but other than that, the Culture is described as a being mainly a free 
society. The mistrust in how people can live in harmony will be studied more in the next 
section concerning the Earth as a dystopian entity. 
It seems, then, that while the guided tour form of the story suggests that the novella is 
a classical utopia, there are a number of ambiguities that invite a different reading.  This is 
provided by features of the critical utopia, a form which Sargent and Vieira claim to be more 
interested in the individual. Through the perspective of an individual the critical utopia can 
present a particular society as ambiguous or flawed (Sargent 6; Vieira 18). Sargent’s 
description of this method of presenting “better but flawed societies, or worse societies with 
something still good about them” (32), connects with both the Culture and the Earth, 
respectively. Looking at the Culture as a utopian society, but from the perspective of Diziet 
Sma, the novella provides the reader with reason enough to question the status of the Culture 
as a perfect place. It does this by presenting Dervley Linter as actively questioning the values 
of the society, which enables Sma to see the Culture in different light. For instance, Sma 
begins to doubt the Arbitrary’s benevolence in changing Linter to be more humanlike:  
 
All I could think of was that by converting Linter’s physiology to a design closer to 
the planetary standard, the ship wanted to show the man what a nasty life they 
led.  Perhaps it thought rubbing his nose in the Human Condition would send the man 
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running back to the manifold delights of the ship, content with his Cultural lot at last. 
(155) 
 
It is debatable whether Sma could be considered as mistrusting of the ship, as the text 
implies, but it is the first time in the novella when Sma actively questions the Arbitrary’s 
methods of managing the situation. This theme of mistrusting the ship is not really developed 
later, but Sma debates the ship’s motives to some extent the whole time. 
However, the text presents the other characters as equally dubious. These include 
Lanyares, who wishes to try fighting in an actual war (165), and Li Handrahen, who serves 
the other characters a meal consisting of human flesh, vat grown from samples harvested 
from various dictators (179-180), and suggests the ship destroy the Earth altogether (182). It 
should be noted that Sma and the others seem to regard all this as merely in poor taste: “I 
shook my head.  Roghres snorted.  Tel put her spoon down. […] We ate up, most of us quite 
amused.  One or two thought the idea a little too outre, and some affected boredom”. The act 
of ingesting human flesh does not appear to be reprehensible in itself, then, a point to which 
I will return when I examine the ideology of the Culture. However, even when confronted 
by these kinds of questionable practices carried out in the utopian society, on the whole the 
reader is led to consider the society as positive. The point is made by the Arbitrary rather 
eloquently:  
 
“Few things are all gain.  All we have ever done is maximize what happens to be 
considered “good” at any particular time.  Despite what the locals may think, there is 
nothing intrinsically illogical or impossible about having a genuine, functioning 
Utopia, or removing badness without removing goodness, or pain without pleasure, or 
suffering without excitement… but on the other hand there is nothing to say that you 
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can always fix things up just the way you want them without running up against the 
occasional problem.  We have removed almost all the bad in our environment, but we 
have not quite kept all the good.  Averaged out, we’re still way ahead, but we do have 
to yield to humans in some fields, and in the end of course theirs is a more interesting 
environment.  Naturally so.” (167) 
 
Another issue to be examined here is to do with a more materialistic idea: a perfect utopia 
as a society would be static, and thus not able to provide more than the one story of classical 
utopian form. Ruth Levitas has referred to this in stating that an imperfect utopia with diverse 
characters would be inherently more sellable than the classic kind (198). As ”The State of 
The Art” is the fourth Culture story written by Banks, it is abundantly clear that the form of 
the utopia would have to be less than perfect in order to support sellable fiction from a 
marketing point of view.  
Arbitrarys’s comment highlight another component of the critical utopia, that of the 
conflict of utopias. In short, this means that a utopia takes into account the existence of other 
utopias and somehow reacts to that knowledge (Jameson 216), which the above quotation 
does by addressing the possibility of actual utopia, an issue which is debatable in light of 
some theories of utopia and ideology. Here the addressing of the issue of other utopias is 
rather visible, in comparison to some other utopian texts, but it seems that Banks is cognizant 
of the debate and wishes to participate in it. This is, naturally, also a way of addressing the 
reader in order to convince her that utopia is possible, and thus worth pursuing. This rather 
overt utopianism, or the stimulating the will to change the actual reality to the better, is also 
characteristic of critical utopia, as stated by Tom Moylan (Levitas 198-199). The actual wish 
for change is an effect created by the comparison of an imperfect but still better option and 
the reader’s own reality, and functions as an example of the notion of estrangement 
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mentioned in the beginning of this section. This has to do with the reader viewing the 
societies from Sma’s perspective, but the comparison between Earth and the Culture is much 
more heavy-handed than merely questioning the utopia. At times it becomes rather 
excessive, as seen when Sma thinks about the Culture as represented by the Arbitrary: 
 
Here we are with our fabulous GCU, our supreme machine; capable of outgeneraling 
their entire civilization and taking in Proxima Centauri on a day trip; packed with 
technology compared to which their citybusters are squibs and their Grays are less than 
calculators; a vessel casually sublime in its impregnable power and inexhaustible 
knowledge… here we are with our ship and our modules and platforms, satellites and 
scooters and drones and bugs, sieving their planet for its most precious art, its most 
sensitive secrets, its finest thoughts and greatest achievements; plundering their 
civilization more comprehensively than all the invaders in their history put together, 
giving not a damn for their puny armaments, paying a hundred times more attention to 
their art and history and philosophy than to their eclipsed science, glancing at their 
religions and politics the way a doctor would at symptoms… (136) 
 
The description of the Culture and the ship is similarly laudatory elsewhere, even when 
Banks tries to downplay it by questioning whether such life is too easy for the utopian 
characters and thus lacking something (200). This should be compared with the way Banks 
describes the Earth through Linter, who should be the character who is the most appreciative 
of the planet:  
 
The squalor and the muck, the cripples and the swollen bellies; the whole poverty of 
it makes the beauty stand out… a single pretty girl in the crowds of Calcutta seems 
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like an impossibly fragile bloom, like a… I mean you can't believe that the filth and 
the poverty hasn’t somehow contaminated her… it’s like a miracle… a 
revelation.  Then you realize that she’ll only be like that for a few years, that she’ll 
only live a few decades, then she’ll wear and have six kids and wither. (135-136; 
emphasis original) 
 
On the surface, here, Linter makes the point that one experiences life more fully when seeing 
something good surrounded by something bad, but the predominance of the worse attribute 
of living leads the reader to question this statement. The same technique is employed 
throughout the novella in order to make the Culture seem more desirable than its counterpart 
in the reader’s reality. Indeed this, according to Karl Mannheim, is what a utopia is supposed 
to do, to be a catalyst for change (199).  
Thus it is now a good opportunity to turn to ideology, and see what kind of ideological 
structures there are to be found in the Culture, and also to examine what kind of ideological 
statements the novella makes in order to pass that ideology onto the reader. As I have shown 
above, Banks incorporates utopianism in the novella in order to effect change in the real 
world. Mannheim, as a theorist of both ideology and utopia, makes a distinction between the 
two and mainly claims that the change that an ideology works towards originates in the ruling 
class, and utopia for him denotes the ideological forms of the lower classes and thus works 
towards change that would depose the ruling class (40). This division, for the purposes of 
this thesis, seems rather artificial, and thus I will use the term ideology for both the thinking 
of the ruling class and the subaltern. Yet utopia as resistance towards the hegemonic societal 
structure is somewhat appropriate in the case of ”The State of The Art”, as Banks clearly 
posits his utopia against the capitalist hegemony of the real world. Nonetheless, it can be 
questioned whether ”The State of The Art” is able to effect resistance as a part of popular 
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culture, as popular fiction is commonly considered merely a product and thus imbued only 
with the hegemonic ideology, in this case the capitalism it purports to criticize. If this 
proposition were accepted, the Banks novella would then merely provide an escape from 
reality and produce false consciousness, an erroneous understanding of the world. However, 
as I have suggested, there is a view according to which even popular fiction is capable of 
uncovering inconsistencies within the hegemonic ideology, even if it has to do so within 
limits set by that ideology (Storey 13; 119). Thus ”The State of The Art” as a mass-market 
text telling a fictional adventure story in the science fiction genre does comply with the 
capitalist requirements of marketability, but may also provide in content an oppositional 
ideology to the one which it is a product of. Furthermore, as Michael Freeden points out, the 
popular exterior in which the ideological is wrapped may facilitate the relaying of the 
message within (117). This can be seen in many more recent utopian texts, which are 
marketed as popular literature but still make an effort to draw attention toward various social 
problems in order to invite the reader to act to change the situation. An example of this would 
be Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”, which drew attention to the sexism of North 
American society while also selling well. 
There is, however, more to the novella than the rather external consideration of 
ideology as it relates to the form in which it is presented. There are two other kinds of 
ideology I will examine in this thesis: the ideology that the reader is presented with as the 
ideology of the Culture, and the ideology that can be traced back to the author. These two, 
as I argue, are not one and the same. Another way of expressing this duality of ideology 
would be to say that the ideology of the Culture is, like the utopia itself, flawed and thus 
open to criticism. The authorial ideology on the other hand is more unconscious and 
expresses what the author attempts to convey as the ideology to follow, and is thus not as 
open to be attacked. These two ideologies overlap somewhat, and only through analyzing 
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both the ideologies of the utopian Culture and the dystopian Earth will it be possible to 
evaluate what kind of an ideology Banks asks the reader to accept as preferable. 
What kind of ideology, then, does the novella show the Culture to have? Banks 
mentions in A Few Notes on the Culture that the society arises from resistance against a 
hegemony which attempted to repress space habitats yearning for independence, and is thus 
opposed to such control within itself. Even more so, there is a view according to which there 
can be no ideology in utopia, as everyone is equal and therefore there is no need for any 
group to deceive any other group into working towards goals that are not beneficial to them 
(Eagleton, Ideology 81). However, while it may be true that ideology as false consciousness 
does not exist as such in the Culture, hegemony is not so simply discarded. As explained 
above in the ideology section, hegemony here refers to those practices through which a 
society attempts to control its citizenry by making its own views universal. These practices 
are moreover carried out more through civil society than official state establishments. Thus, 
like all societies, the Culture must somehow guarantee its own renewal, which it must do 
through hegemony, even more so, as according to A Few Notes the Culture has no actual 
state institutions. This is seen in the fact that in the Culture all major decisions are made by 
voting, and minor decisions may be made by a committee of Minds, which means that there 
is no ruling class as such which would dictate the views that hegemony would then try to 
universalize. However, even if there is no official ideology, it seems probable that a 
commonly accepted morality would arise as an average that would then act as the basis of 
the hegemonic view. Thus, there is no escape from some sort of common law that would be 
instilled in the citizenry through hegemonic means. And not only basic laws would get this 
treatment, but values, morals and other kinds of rules of behavior as well, the totality of 
which can be called ideology. This is what seems to have happened in the case of the Culture, 
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a point  Sherryl Vint also recognizes in her study of the Culture (Bodies 81) and it is this that 
can be studied in the case of ”The State of The Art”. 
The novella is fruitful material for this kind of study, as ideology becomes visible in, 
and according to some views is born from, contact with other ideologies. In ”The State of 
The Art” this contact is between the ideologies of the Culture and the Earth, and it is in the 
passages discussing the differences between the two that the ideology of the Culture becomes 
clear. First of all, the Culture appears to hold to equality, which is evinced by its tolerance 
of difference, whether it is physical or mental in nature. For example, the Culture characters 
must undergo surgery in order to blend in with humanity, and some are too different to even 
be able to do this (106; 115; 127), thus showing the reader that various appearances are 
considered normal within the society. Concerning the mental capabilities of the characters, 
there seems to be a sense of equality between the biological, essentially humanlike characters 
and the Minds, which are vastly more intelligent. However, it should be noted that the Minds 
are the ones that actually carry out most of the functions of the society, and that equality in 
this case is somewhat suspect, even more so when compared with the views voiced in the 
following passage, describing the Minds’/ships’ attitude towards the humans onboard: “The 
devices are forever using their spare time to cook up pranks and schemes; little secret plans, 
opportunities to use delicate artifices to get people to do things, say things, behave in a 
certain way, just for the fun of it” (116). However, the ship does discuss the decisions it 
makes with the crew, even if the authority remains with it ultimately, and even it has to 
accept the decision of a committee of minds regarding the contacting of Earth humans (105; 
186). There are thus some hierarchical structures within the society, which could be 
considered a minor flaw if the characters are to be considered equal in all matters. The 
necessity of such a division of labour can on the other hand be explained by a socialist adage 
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stating ‘from each according to his ability, to each according to his need’, which would also 
explain the role the Minds play in the upkeep of the society. 
Another value in the Culture ideology is obviously individual freedom, whereby all 
the Culture citizens, biological or mechanical, are allowed to do anything they want as long 
as that does not infringe another individual’s freedom to do as they like. Dervley Linter 
expresses this in the novella to Sma in no uncertain terms:  
 
“Neither of us owes the Culture anything.  You know that… Owing and being obliged 
and having duties and responsibilities and everything like that… that's what these 
people have to worry about.” He turned round to look at me. “But not me, not us.  You 
do what you want to do, the ship does what it wants to do.  I do what I want to do.  All's 
well.  Let’s just leave each other alone, yes?” (132; emphasis original) 
 
The same kind of expressing the value of individual freedom appears almost without 
exception in contact with the view that on Earth there is little if any freedom to be found. 
The division in the argument, however, is somewhat artificial in that what the Culture 
characters are discussing here are all blatant restrictions to freedom that simply living in a 
controlled society will put on people. It is hard to imagine that there are no mores or values 
that would exert some influence on the Culture inhabitants if there are still hegemonizing 
tendencies within the society, although these may be less noticeable, especially from the 
inside. However, there is also a concern with the restriction that being human sets on the 
inhabitants of the Earth in the form of menstruation for women and machismo for men (150), 
both seen as something that drives the sexes towards different choices in their available 
options. A Few Notes on the other hand explains that the changing of sex is common among 
the Culture humans, and that it has eliminated all forms of gender discrimination through 
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making the sexes experience life from each other’s point of view, a further indication that 
equality is a desired value in the society. 
The third ideologically imbued concept that the Culture accedes to is reason. As 
mentioned above, much of the decision making in the society is done through committees 
and open voting on issues, and in order to make the practice reasonable, the Culture 
inhabitants are expected to contribute to the discussion surrounding the issues (Banks, A Few 
Notes). The same is observable in the novella on numerous occasions, such as when one 
member of the crew wishes to experience war by taking part in actual fighting. The Arbitrary 
cannot really stop him because of the value of individual freedom, but the ship debates 
Lanyares on the merits of carrying out this wish (165), even if it is ultimately unsuccessful. 
It should be noted, however, that the problem the ship is presented with is not that Lanyares 
wishes to fight in a war, but that he might get hurt in doing so, which raises some questions 
about how the ship and its crew view the humans they are observing. On a larger scale this 
becomes evident when the crew discusses and votes on Li’s proposition of destroying the 
Earth in order to save it from itself, and that the consensus of refraining from such action is 
upheld by the ship (180-183). It is debatable whether the Arbitrary had acceded to the 
decision had it been reversed, but it appears that the society is ruled by such reasoned 
discussion. Naturally the whole plot of the story, Sma’s attempt to convince Linter to not 
emigrate to Earth, is an example of this tendency to promote reason as a basis for decisions. 
The Arbitrary even comments that while it has changed Linter to a more closely human basic 
form, the physical shell does not really matter as the mind and reason make him the 
individual he is, and thus his reasoned decision to stay on Earth must be respected (167). 
There is, however, never any discussion on whether this kind of decisionmaking works in 
specific cases, as Lanyares’s fighting cannot be prevented, and the possibility of nuking the 
Earth is considered rationally even though Li makes the suggestion more as a joke. On a 
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larger scale such debate would possibly align with the hegemonic morality’s views, but 
individual examples in a smaller scale seem to be susceptible to abuse. This raises further 
questions concerning the differing value the Culture places on those entities existing outside 
it. It seems that even if reasoning individuals are to be considered equal, this equality is 
something granted only to the Culture individuals, and those outside the society can be 
considered to be of lesser value. Thus, the next subject to be studied is the Culture’s attitude 
towards others, and in this case specifically Earth, which will also be examined in more 
detail in section 4.2. 
It is clear from the outset that the Culture as a utopian society attempts to convey the 
impression that it is above such prejudices as xenophobia, and by mainly interesting itself in 
such aesthetic and ethical concerns as the art and philosophy of Earth it is interested mostly 
in the shared humanity of the two societies (123-124; 129-130; 136). However, the language 
the Culture characters use in describing the Earth inhabitants and the planet itself gives away 
the lie. Both Li and Sma refer to the people as “barbarians” (114; 136), and Sma, especially 
in her conversations with Linter, describes the planet and its people variously as “abnormal”, 
“bizarre” (138), “sick” (154) and as “the land of the midnight brain” (156). In a particularly 
telling passage “we each had to think of one word to describe humanity; Man, the 
species.  Some people thought it was silly, just on principle, but the majority joined in.  There 
were suggestions like ‘precocious’, ‘doomed’, ‘murderous’, ‘inhuman’, and ‘frightening’” 
(183). Sma herself recognizes this as she states that “I was getting xenophobic.  The fault 
was within, not without” (153-154). However, this does not ameliorate the fact that as a 
society the Culture builds up its own self-worth by comparing itself to other societies around 
it that have not yet reached the technological level its existence relies on. This leads to the 
Culture characters to consider those outside the society as of lesser value, and can thus make 
decisions concerning them for them, without their knowledge. As Jackson and Heilman 
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argue In “Outside Context Problems”, however, this also has to do with the Culture’s ideal 
of reason, as they see themselves as the most reasonable entity in any given situation and 
thus as the one that can make decisions for others, a fact that also Sherryl Vint mentions 
(Bodies 85). 
The values that the Culture lives by, values that I would argue comprise its ideology 
and thus the content that its hegemonious structures interpellate into its inhabitants, seem to 
be reason, equality and individual freedom. Jackson and Heilman also recognize these in 
their study, remarking that they are also the ideals of the European enlightenment (236-237). 
They, as well as Vint (Bodies 81), have identified these as part of a liberal ideology, and I 
would argue that in “The State of The Art”, the conflict between utopian and dystopian 
ideologies can be seen ultimately as the conflict between liberalism and frenzied capitalism. 
However, does the conveyance of this liberal ideology succeed in all cases? Is the 
failure of interpellation, the process through which ideologies are transferred within a 
society, possible? It could of course be argued that interpellation as a concept cannot actually 
exist in a utopian society, as Althusser theorizes it as a way for a society to reproduce its 
conditions of production by recreating the working class in every new generation (Hawkes 
117-118), and there is no working class within the Culture as all necessary menial tasks are 
handled by automatons (Banks, A Few Notes). However, as a way of imbuing ideology in a 
new subject through the hailing of individuals into their appropriate places within a society, 
interpellation must be active even within the Culture as it is a force that creates stability even 
while the culture inhabitants are nominally free to choose their own paths in life. This can 
be seen in the way in which the Culture characters in the novella are integrated into the 
ideological environment which on the one hand promotes the liberal values discussed above, 
and on the other does this by devaluing those others existing outside the society. However, 
as Dervley Linter wishes to leave the Culture, has interpellation failed in this case? The 
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answer would be yes and no: in essence Linter’s wish to stay on Earth rises from his 
dissatisfaction with the society he lives in, and thus he could be argued to have been 
incorrectly interpellated, only finding the place he is hailed to outside that society. However, 
as Althusser argues, there is no meaningful way to reject the ideology one is born in, and 
Linter’s attitudes reveal the influence of the Culture hegemony even when he tries to deny 
the ideology that hegemony has interpellated him into. Linter argues that it is good to have 
obligations (132) and to experience adversity (135-136), but takes it for granted that he 
should be given all the help the Arbitrary can give in assimilating to Earth, be it assimilating 
his body (155) or his financial situation. Towards the end of the novella Linter becomes 
more and more assimilated into the ideological conditions of Earth, finding a job (192) and 
converting to Christianity (190), but even then he starts all his monologues from the 
Culture’s point of view, explaining how he feels it to be inferior to the one he has found on 
Earth. For example: “That’s what we’ve lost, you know.  What you’ve lost; all of you” (194; 
emphasis original) and “The Culture gives us so much, but in fact it’s only taking things 
away from us, lobotomizing everybody in it, taking away their choices, their potential for 
being really good or even slightly bad” (194). In both these cases, Linter goes on to explain 
to Sma how things work better on the Earth. It is therefore questionable to what extent the 
interpellation has failed in Linter’s case, as it seems that the hegemonic ideology, even when 
he feels it to be wrong, is the first standpoint he uses to explain the world around him. 
In this section I have examined what kind of society the critical utopia of the Culture 
is, and what kind of an ideology can be found in. In sum, the Culture exhibits as its main 
ideological standpoints the ideals of freedom, equality and reason in a democratic society, 
values which together make up also the ideals of the enlightenment and liberalism.  As it is 
presented as a utopian society, the reader is presumed to accept these as actually existing 
facts. Furthermore, through this acceptance the reader is supposed to miss the problems of 
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this ideology, particularly that it is evaluated from within the society and thus the language 
with which it speaks of these matters prompts the interpretation that they are true universally, 
not just within this particular society. As I have shown, there are problems with all the values 
I have identified as the core of the ideology in the Culture, but the reader is directed to 
dismiss these problems by concentrating on how the problems with these values are even 
greater when compared to Earth. In the next section I will study how the Earth becomes a 
dystopia through this comparison, and examine whether the ideology of the Culture becomes 
the content of the utopianism the novella promulgates. 
 
 
 
4.2. The Earth as a Capitalist Dystopia 
 
In this section I will look at the Earth, which is presented in the text in a quite realistic way, 
but certain changes in its description make it appear a dystopic society. I will therefore first 
study as what kind of a dystopia the Earth is presented at the level of its literary form, and 
then continue to examine what kind of ideological characteristics the society of the Earth is 
provided with in the text. I will present my analysis in a way that follows the logic of the 
previous section to gain a presentative impression of what the novella considers to be the 
capitalist ideology of the Earth. Because the view of the Earth as dystopic also illuminates 
the utopian ideology, I will show how these ideologies are presented as opposites.  
In most theories of dystopia, the dystopic society is presented as existing in the future. 
This is not the case with ”The State of The Art”, as the story takes place in 1978 and it is 
thus set in the past even at the moment of writing. However, I would argue that the future 
that dystopia is interested in is not so much the location in a given story as the comparison 
of the present with a possible future, which the reader, according to Lyman Tower Sargent, 
would view with alarm (8). Moreover, Raffaella Baccolini points out that instead of future, 
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dystopia is more connected to the historical context of the reader’s reality (115) and thus the 
present is imbued with those seeds of the dystopia that would bloom in the future. Viewed 
in this fashion, the setting of ”The State of The Art” in the past connects the dreadfulness of 
that time with the reader’s reality and by implication with the future. 
However, as the dystopian genre is not only interested in the intentions of the author 
or the perception of the reader, I will next examine the more concrete characteristics of the 
genre. Firstly, Fredric Jameson considers the dystopian narrative to be concentrated on a 
specific subject (Cavalcanti 50). The Banks novella clearly conforms to this requirement, as 
Diziet Sam is both the (fictional) author and the main character of the story. Naturally, this 
is not sufficient for any genre division as the focusing through a specific character is the 
norm in much of literature. What dystopia focuses on through the character is, however, 
determining, and in Sargent’s view it is human greed and stupidity that is that object of focus 
(22). This is clearly evident in ”The State of The Art”, as there is barely a mention of the 
Earth that does not include one or both of these characteristics, often in very aggressive 
tones. An example of this is Sma’s perception of the planet and its inhabitants: “the locals 
were doing all the things they normally did; murdering and starving and dying and maiming 
and torturing and lying and so on.  Pretty much business as usual in fact” (112; emphasis 
original).  Furthermore, her views get even more severe during the novel: 
 
“Naturalness?” I said, loudly. “This lot’ll tell you anything is natural; they’ll tell you 
greed and hate and jealousy and paranoia and unthinking religious awe and fear of God 
and hating anybody who’s another colour or thinks different is natural.  Hating blacks 
or hating whites or hating women or hating men or hating gays; that’s natural.  Dog-
eat-dog, looking out for number one, no lame ducks… Shit, they’re so convinced about 
what’s natural it’s the more sophisticated ones that’ll tell you suffering and evil are 
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natural and necessary because otherwise you can’t have pleasure and good-
ness.  They’ll tell you any one of their rotten stupid systems is the natural and right 
one, the one true way; what’s natural to them is whatever they can use to fight their 
own grimy corner and fuck everybody else.  They’re no more natural than us than an 
amoeba is more natural than them just because it’s cruder.” (157; emphasis original) 
 
It seems that, as envisioned by Banks, the Earth is riddled with greed and stupidity, and even 
more so if violence can be equated with stupidity as seems to be the case. This is not to say, 
however, that in the novella the utopian Culture would be free of these vices, but merely to 
show that at the level of writing they are much more openly connected with the Earth. 
Another characteristic of the genre is, according to Moylan and Baccolini, the opening 
of the story ‘in medias res’, i.e., in the middle of the action (5). There are good grounds to 
read ”The State of The Art” in both ways since the novella starts with a covering letter 
explaining the reason for the story itself. In a sense it distracts the identification of the reader 
with the protagonist whose story starts while the expedition to the Earth is already underway. 
While Moylan and Baccolini are concerned that the ‘in medias res’ type of opening a story 
may prevent the estrangement effect from taking place (5), there is no such problem in the 
Banks novella: from the outset the reader is aware that the story is told from the outside and 
thus is unlikely to remain purely in the sphere of identification. However, there is a problem 
in this kind of a form regarding the dystopian text, namely that Sma is an outsider and as 
such she cannot depict the condition of the dystopia from the inside and thus any impression 
the reader would gain from identification with her is from an outside point of view. 
Consequently the novella is a target for the argument that the Earth could be read as a utopia. 
Maria Varsam argues that the protagonist’s point of view guides the reader’s interpretation 
(205-206) and she seems to think that the protagonist can only portray her own society in 
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any reliable way, which will render the outsider’s depiction of the Earth as invalid. I would 
argue, however, that as the reader must still identify with the protagonist, she will accede to 
the perspective provided even if that perspective might ultimately be viewed as prejudiced.  
If there is a possible problem in dystopia with the protagonist’s perspective being 
suspect, there is a much larger one with the futility of the attempt to change dystopia for the 
better, a flaw which the genre attempts to correct with the turn towards the critical dystopia, 
a subgenre where I would place ”The State of The Art”. Whereas the classical dystopia 
regularly ends with the protagonist understanding that there is no way to effect change in the 
society, the critical utopia attempts to reduce the despair of dystopia by providing the reader 
with an open ending, thus creating hope for change. The novella in question does this in two 
ways, first by making the Arbitrary and its crew leave at the end of the story, and second by 
indicating that the foreword takes place a hundred and fifteen years before the events set in 
the ‘present’ of the narration, at which time the Earth still at the least exists and is worth 
studying (102). The second point is also worth making in this case, as in the text Sma 
expresses doubts whether the humankind would self-destruct in the near future (130), which 
presumably has not happened if there were something worth studying left on the planet. 
Another characteristic of the critical dystopia is its tendency to borrow from other genres 
(Baccolini and Moylan 7), thus expanding the options for conventions used. It is easy to see 
that the novella is a hybrid of multiple genres in this way, as it incorporates both utopian and 
dystopian genre conventions, as well as those of science fiction and to some extent historical 
fiction. There is also the theme of recovering history, which Baccolini recognizes as 
important (116) and which can be seen in both in the setting of the story in a previous period 
and in Sma’s tour of visiting sites and memorials of old violence, particularly those of the 
Second World War. This foregrounds the theme of connecting historical violence with the 
artificiality in which the humanity of the present views it, a point to which I will return more 
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fully below when discussing ideology. This theme, moreover, is a part of the identification 
and defamiliarization discussed above, as is also evident in the following passage describing 
Sma’s impression of Berlin:  
 
Berlin itself was so abnormal — and yet so bizarrely representative — it was like 
something unreal; an occasionally macabre Disneyworld which was so much a part of 
the real world (and the realpolitik world), so much a crystallization of everything these 
people had managed to produce, wreck, reinstate, venerate, condemn and worship in 
their history that it defiantly transcended everything it exemplified, and took on a 
single — if  multifariously faceted — meaning of its own; a sum, an answer, a 
statement no city in its right mind would want or be able to arrive at. (138; emphasis 
original) 
 
Even though the actual content of the terms identification and defamiliarization refers to 
mental processes of the reader, in this passage Banks brings them together with the historical 
aspect of the dystopia on the level of the text, as Sma simultaneously recognizes the violent 
past and the façade-like present in a  semi-familiar setting, which through this recognition 
becomes defamiliarized. Here the reader’s identification may be aroused by the familiarity 
of the city, as Banks suggests that all western cities resemble each other so closely as to 
make no difference (121; 138). Defamiliarization would emerge when the reader recognizes, 
along with Sma, the artificiality of the veneer of the present under which the violence of the 
past always exists, a recognition which should then follow her to her actual reality (Varsam 
206). Furthermore, all this can be connected with Jane Donawerth’s description of a critical 
dystopia, which “offers the reader an education of desire that focuses anger, a view of the 
present as defamiliarized and historical, and a radical hope for better ways of living” (30). 
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The anger mentioned here would, in an ideal case, be targeted at the dystopic qualities of the 
present and ultimately lead to a will to change those qualities for the better in a projection of 
utopianist hope. It would seem, then, that ”The State of The Art” can be read as a critical 
dystopia, although it is not a perfect example of the genre. However, it could be argued that 
there cannot be such an entity in a genre supposedly invested in extending genre conventions 
beyond the familiar. The next issue to be studied is, then, as what kind of dystopia the Earth 
is presented, and furthermore, what kind of an ideology this dystopia conveys to the reader. 
The first thing that is apparent in the ideology of the Earth as compared to that of the 
Culture is that from the Culture’s point of view, the Earth’s ideology is almost purely one of 
false consciousness. It seems that humanity as a whole misrecognizes the condition in which 
they exist, irrespective of class or society, as Sma expresses in the following passage:  
 
'This lot’ll tell you anything is natural; they’ll tell you greed and hate and jealousy and 
paranoia and unthinking religious awe and fear of God and hating anybody who’s 
another colour or thinks different is natural.  Hating blacks or hating whites or hating 
women or hating men or hating gays; that’s natural.  Dog-eat-dog, looking out for 
number one, no lame ducks… Shit, they’re so convinced about what’s natural it’s the 
more sophisticated ones that’ll tell you suffering and evil are natural and necessary 
because otherwise you can’t have pleasure and goodness.  They’ll tell you any one of 
their rotten stupid systems is the natural and right one, the one true way […]. (157: 
emphasis original) 
 
According to Althusser, the tendency to do this is ultimately natural as there is no real way 
for people to escape the ideology they are born into and which hails them as a part of that 
ideology (Althusser; Hawkes 119). However, while the Culture recognizes this as the natural 
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condition on the Earth, the characters seem to be unaware of it as a condition of any society, 
even their own to some extent, as I argued in the previous section. Furthermore, the novella 
is not merely content with making a point of expressing the oppressiveness of ideological 
hailing, but argues that it is a particular ideology that permeates the entire planet, as the 
character Li’ndane expresses:  
 
On Earth one of the things that a large proportion of the locals is most proud of is this 
wonderful economic system which, with a sureness and certainty so comprehensive 
one could almost imagine the process bears some relation to their limited and limiting 
notions of either thermodynamics or God, all food, comfort, energy, shelter, space, 
fuel and sustenance gravitates naturally and easily away from those who need it most 
and towards those who need it least.  Indeed, those on the receiving end of such 
largesse are often harmed unto death by its arrival, though the effects may take years 
and generations to manifest themselves. (176; emphasis original) 
 
A comparison of the utopian liberal socialism of the Culture with the capitalism as practiced 
on Earth is naturally a somewhat obvious thing to do. However, what is not so obvious is 
the way in which the ideology of capitalism is viewed: while Banks makes the argument that 
the Earth is blinded by ideology in its guise of false consciousness, this has less to do with 
the class struggle of socialist Marxism that one would expect. Rather it is capitalism itself 
as a somewhat autonomous system that permeates the Earth, renewing itself in all aspects of 
social life regardless of class or society: “it is the case that because Free Enterprise got there 
first and set up the house rules, it will always stay at least one kick ahead of its rivals“ (177). 
The novella argues that even the self-proclaimed socialist eastern Europe of the 1970s is 
unable to escape the sphere of influence of western capitalism, as Sma notes while visiting 
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East Berlin: “this gloomy sideshow trying to mimic the West—and not even doing that very 
well—[was] the best job the locals could make of socialism“ (141), and “in this so-called 
Communist capital they were so interested in money” (142). Against the utopia of the 
Culture with its Enlightenment ideals Banks thus posits an ideology of capitalism broken 
free from the control of mankind, which is the basis of the dystopic nature of the entire 
planet. 
Having thus recognized the ideology prevalent in the dystopian society of the novella, 
one can ask what kind of aspects this ideology incorporates? As I have hypothesized 
previously, it seems that the dualism between the utopia and dystopia defines the ideological 
content of both of them: what is presented as desirable in the former is mirrored in an 
opposite quality in the latter. Furthermore, in various passages this is presented very 
unambiguously by comparing the Culture and the Earth with each other openly, not just by 
assigning opposite qualities to each. Whereas the Culture is thus home to such ideals as 
freedom, equality, and reason, examined more fully in the previous section, the Earth gains 
the opposite qualities of restriction, inequality, and stupidity/uninformedness, as I will 
demonstrate next. 
Many of the problems on the Earth in the novella seem to stem from the fact that the 
inhabitants have insufficient knowledge at their disposal, and thus are prone to 
misunderstand the world and their place in it. Sma ponders the problems of communication 
the Earth exhibits as follows:  
 
[T]he particular stage of communication they’re at, combining rapidity and selectivity, 
usually with something added to the signal and almost always with something missed 
out, means that what passes for truth often has to travel at the speed of failing 
memories, changing attitudes and new generations.  Even when this form of handicap 
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is recognized all they ever try to do, as a rule, is codify it, manipulate it, tidy it 
up.  Their attempts to filter become part of the noise, and they seem unable to bring 
any more thought to bear on the matter than that which leads them to try and simplify 
what can only be understood by coming to terms with its complexity. (109) 
 
Whereas the Culture has an information and communications network that connects all the 
various citizens (Banks, A Few Notes), the Earth is seemingly incapable of communicating 
anything with any appreciable degree of veracity. Furthermore, this is not just a problem of 
mechanical communication, but, as Sma states, it extends to human contact in the form of 
memories, attitudes and the gap between the generations. On the other hand, Sma takes for 
granted that the situation is better within the Culture, and looking at the above passage the 
reader who has identified with her as the protagonist would in all likelihood agree. However, 
Sma implies in the prologue that her memory is as fallible as anyone’s (102), and there is a 
communications breakdown in her discussions with Linter, where Sma cannot understand 
Linter’s point of view, or refuses to do so: “'No.  I don’t understand you.  Dammit Linter, 
you’re more alien than they are.  At least they have an excuse” (158), a fact that speaks for 
the difficulty of understanding between people no matter the society they live in.  
However, as the Earth is shown to the reader as the nest of misinformation, it is easy 
to see how the planet would furthermore be implicated as being devoid of reasoned thought, 
a fact that ties in with the ideology as false consciousness argument. The problem is then 
twofold: there is no possibility for objective reasoning due to the effects of hegemonic 
interpellation, and even if there was a way to find objective perspective, any solution that 
would be found is inherently wrong because the information on which it would be based is 
suspect. Against the rational society of the Culture, the Earth is thus depicted as struggling 
under various ideologies and prejudices: “greed and hate and jealousy and paranoia and 
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unthinking religious awe and fear of God and hating anybody who’s another colour […]” 
(157). Furthermore, as shown in Linter’s defection, unreason is infectious, as the Culture 
citizen from a (so it is implied) rational and non-ideological society gets taken in by “the 
squalor and the muck” (135), a process which is shown to resemble a mental illness from 
Sma’s perspective. It is unlikely a coincidence that Linter converts to Catholicism at the end 
of the novella, as religion has been claimed to be the most notorious ideology that provides 
false consciousness, the opiate of the masses. It seems, then, that it is practically impossible 
for the humankind to free itself from the ideological condition ailing it. 
It can be argued that the above-mentioned issue of stupidity and unreason reflects the 
other ideological aspects of the Earth and the Culture that I mentioned above, such as 
equality. In the novella, equality is one of the core tenets of the Culture, where everybody 
irrespective of their gender, age or race is supposedly treated in the same way and has all the 
same options in life. On the Earth, however, the reader is presented with inequality in various 
forms. Banks shows little patience for this and argues that inequality and the tendency to 
oppress others is a basic but unwelcome component of the human condition. Thus Sma 
encounters, for example, gender inequality “I suspect if I hadn’t been a good ten centimetres 
taller than the average male I’d have had more trouble than I did” (106), although this case 
may have more to do with gendered violence than civil inequality. She also visits South 
Africa during the apartheid, a country she cannot endure: 
 
The ship tried me in Pretoria for a few days, but I really couldn’t take it; perhaps if it 
had sent me there first I’d have been all right, but after nine months of Earth maybe 
even my Cultured nerves were getting frayed, and the land of Separate Development 
was just too much for me. (166) 
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This connects with the more general aspect of inequality between the West and the rest, as 
Sma questions the way in which prosperity is divided among the countries and societies, 
“[w]hat chance do you think the West has of keeping the status quo with the Third World? 
(133; emphasis original). This same question appears multiple times in the novella, 
highlighted by various characters, such as the Arbitrary (“the Twentieth Century West, […] 
a comparatively privileged economic level” [160]), and Li’ndane: 
 
The Earth has more than enough to feed all its inhabitants every day already!  A truth 
so seemingly world-shattering one wonders that the oppressed of Earth don’t rise up 
in flames and anger yesterday!  But they don’t, because they are so infected with the 
myth of self-interested advancement, or the poison of religious acceptance, they either 
only want to make their own way up the pile so they can shit upon everybody else, or 
actually feel grateful for the attention when their so-called betters shit on them! (177; 
emphasis original) 
 
Even Linter recognizes the issue, although he considers it as a part of life, or something that, 
when encountered, makes that person’s life seem the better for it, as 
 
“What I mean is, you have to have that potential for wrongness there or you can’t 
live… or you can but it doesn’t mean anything.  You can’t have the peak without the 
trough, or light without shade… it’s not that you must have evil to have good, but you 
must have the possibility for evil.  That’s what the Church teaches, you know.  That’s 
the choice that Man has; he can choose to be good or evil[…].” (194; emphasis 
original) 
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As Linter seems to be the character in the novella who provides the perspective of an Earth 
inhabitant, or more specifically one from the West, it is easy to see him as an ideological 
target whose arguments are categorically refuted in the novella.  An example of this is how 
the above argument that Linter makes about the necessity of evil is addressed by the 
Arbitrary: “[d]espite what the locals may think, there is nothing intrinsically illogical or 
impossible about having a genuine, functioning Utopia, or removing badness without 
removing goodness, or pain without pleasure, or suffering without excitement” (167). 
Conceding to the demands of a critical utopia or a dystopia, however, Banks mentions in the 
same passage that it may be impossible to have a perfect society, although he makes it clear 
that it is still important to strive towards it. The same point has been noted by Sherryl Vint, 
who goes as far as arguing that a broader analysis of Banks may indicate “the ultimate failure 
of any utopia” (Bodies 86). However, as mentioned in the previous section there remains 
some doubt on whether the Culture is actually an equal society, but simultaneously it is clear 
that for the reader it is very much more so than what she is being shown on the Earth of the 
novella. 
If there is little of rational thought or equality to be found, there seems to be even less 
freedom in the novella, at least on the Earth. Humankind, when viewed through the lens of 
the Culture characters, has very little freedom to choose for themselves – or might be able 
to, but due to ideological hegemony cannot perceive there being a choice. They are pressed 
down by all the obligations that come from living in a society where scarcity is very much a 
fact, like Linter points out: “[o]wing and being obliged and having duties and responsibilities 
and everything like that… that’s what these people have to worry about” (132; emphasis 
original). Furthermore, humans are not only restricted by their society, but their biology as 
well:  
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“I mean the females have periods, and the men have this machismo thing because 
they’ve got to do all the things they’re supposed to […] what I mean is that there are 
all sorts of things that do things to them, and we don’t have that.  Them.  We don’t 
have them and so we don’t get ground down the way they do.  I think that’s the 
secret.  Pressures and knocks and disappointments.” (150; emphasis original).  
 
What this all comes down to is the greatest yoke of all, which could be called the human 
condition. It is the connecting factor between all these ideological points Banks makes about 
the Earth, and to these he adds the theme of violence I mentioned earlier. Much of the novella 
is actually a list of different ways in which the humankind uses violence against each other 
and the planet. A key point here is the first real argument between the Arbitrary and Sma, 
where Sma argues for the need to take humankind in hand for their own good: 
 
“You seriously think we could mess the place up more than they’re doing at the 
moment?  When they’re not actually out slaughtering each other they’re inventing 
ingenious new ways to massacre each other more efficiently in the future, and when 
they’re not doing that they’re committing speciescide, from the Amazon to Borneo… 
or filling the seas with shit, or the air, or the land.  They could hardly make a better job 
of vandalizing their own planet if we gave them lessons.” (110; emphasis original) 
 
The theme continues through the story as nearly every argument the Culture characters have 
with each other boils down to the fact that on the Earth, violence is so prevalent as to eclipse 
what good there is to be found in culture and philosophy. This happens in the arguments 
between Sma and the Arbitrary (108-111), several times in the discussions between Sma and 
Linter (126-136; 151-159; 188-197), and also in the exchange of words between Li’ndane 
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and Sma (143-147; 180-182). They all are based on the same argument that something needs 
to be done because the humankind is at a stage where they have just enough technological 
knowledge to seriously harm themselves and the environment, but lack the capacity for 
reason that would allow them to use the technology more to heal than to injure. This 
argument as such is not explicitly stated, but it arises from the comparison to the Culture, 
which uses its technological knowledge to make life better for its inhabitants through 
increased health and longer lifespan and so on. It is mentioned in passing that the Arbitrary 
would be able to outgun the whole planet (136), but the military technology of the Culture 
is dismissed in concentrating on the various excesses on the Earth. In keeping with the 
dystopian genre, it is furthermore not just the present violence which is connected to 
humanity as a whole, but also the historic violence which lurks in the background, ready to 
break into the future. This is achieved by the comparison between the relics of the World 
Wars that Sma encounters, such as the memorial of deportation in Paris, and her itinerary: 
“going to Berlin via the First World War graves and the old battle grounds, following the 
theme of war, death and memorials all the way to the riven capital of the Third Reich itself” 
(126). These are, in turn, connected with the fear of an impending third world war between 
the West and the third world, to be fought with nuclear weapons, what Sam calls “mothing 
themselves in front of their own flames” (130). Banks perhaps realizes that the dystopic 
picture he paints becomes slightly ridiculous, as Linter remarks to Sma who continuously 
returns to this theme of violence: “‘Go on; mention the death camps,’ Linter said (…)” (156).   
There is no doubt, however, that what the novella aims to do is to demonstrate that the 
human condition is behind all failed and unjust decision and excess that it describes, and 
thus is the reason behind the dystopia. However, this is also its greatest failure in the attempt 
to generate utopian hope: if the humankind is so clearly a flawed species, the reader may 
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come to feel there is nothing to be done, even if the planet depicted is ultimately a fictional 
one. Sma addresses the issue herself at one point: 
 
Maybe there was something so basically wrong with them even the ship hadn’t spotted 
it yet; some genetic flaw that meant they were never going to be able to live and work 
together without an external threat; never stop fighting, never stop making their awful, 
awesome, bloody messes.  Perhaps despite all our resources there was nothing we 
could do for them. (141; emphasis original) 
 
I mentioned earlier that one of the distinct features of dystopia is the open ending it 
provides, leaving the scene open for speculation and, thus, hope for a better future. The open 
ending here, however, has mostly to do with how Sma escapes the dystopia back to the 
Culture proper, and how, a hundred years later, there is still something on the Earth worth 
studying. Yet the open ending for humanity in the form of Linter who embraces it, is not so 
positive. At the end of the story Linter is murdered by the humanity he so admires, which 
gives a clear implication of what is to be expected in a reality based on this existence. The 
impression for the reader is, then, twofold. On the one hand, there is no escape from the 
human condition, with all its violence, prejudice, and sheer stupidity. On the other hand, 
Sma also provides a glimmer of hope:  
 
The feeling passed.  There was nothing to prove this wasn’t just a momentary, and—
coming so early—understandable aberration.  Their history wasn’t so far off the mean 
track, they were going through what a thousand other civilizations had gone through, 
and no doubt in the childhood of each of those there had been countless occasions 
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when all any decent, well-balanced, reasonable and humanely concerned observer 
would have wanted to do was scream in despair. (141) 
In sum, the section has shown that “The State of The Art” can be read as a critical 
dystopia, although the hope generated by the open ending may be suspect due to the fact that 
the characters escape the dystopia, but there is not much hope for that society itself. The 
dystopia, furthermore, becomes dystopic not by itself, but through the connection it has with 
its opposite, the utopian Culture. Thus the ideological content of the Earth is presented in 
such a way that the capitalist ideology prevalent in the society becomes synonymous with 
the human condition, witch, when contrasted to the Culture, highlights those aspects of the 
humankind which are less desirable. In the next section I will then compare these two 
ideological societies with each other. 
 
4.3. Utopia versus Dystopia: The Authorial Ideology 
 
This section concludes the analysis of this thesis by examining what kind of an ideology 
Banks seems to favour in the novella, and whether this ideology is one of utopian hope or of 
dystopian despair. At first glance it seems easy to assume that Banks would stand for the 
utopian society he has created and that the novella would achieve the hopeful thrust of the 
utopian genre. As I have shown above, however, the situation is not as clear cut, and 
therefore it is important to analyze whether one or the other of the two ideologies discussed 
is the ultimate victor. Furthermore, the ideology that thus emerges as the major one can also 
be seen as the authorial ideology, as it can be argued that the author is the erstwhile source 
of ideology in any given text. 
Of the ideologies in the novella I have identified, i.e., the Enlightenment ideology in 
the utopia and that of capitalism in the dystopia, one is the more significant in the final 
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reading. This appears to be the dystopian one. I suggest this because while there is ample 
evidence that Banks considers the Culture to be the ideal society, the text itself approaches 
the Culture in such a way as to make its desirability suspect in the reader’s eyes. This is due 
to the fact that, while the Arbitrary makes the argument that: “I can only be sure in myself 
that I am in the right in trying to get Linter to come back if I am positive that my own 
behavior—as the most sophisticated entity involved—is beyond reproach, and in as close 
accord with the basic principles of our society as it is within my power to make it”(162), it 
can be argued that the Culture is not beyond reproach because of the way it acts towards the 
Earth. As I have shown in my analysis of utopia in the novella (section 4.1. above), there are 
few ideals in the Culture that are unarguably achieved, and while the ship’s argument on 
following the principles of its society absolves the Culture from the task of explaining its 
conduct from the Earth’s point of view, it does not erase the reader’s habit of viewing the 
morality of the utopia from that same perspective. Thus all the ethically dubious decisions 
of the Culture personnel such as eating human flesh, even if it is synthetically grown, and 
fighting in a war for fun, become issues which are hard to forget even when it is shown that 
on the Earth the situation and ethics are much worse. 
Thus it is that the dystopian ideology of the Earth becomes the weightier one, and as 
such the one that stays with the reader after the story has been read. While it is apparent that 
even with its flaws the Culture is the more successful society, the fictitious nature of this 
society works against it. The reader is clearly aware that such a society is possible only with 
vast technological advances that are not probable in the near future, if ever, and 
simultaneously the Earth, which in itself has nothing really fictitious in its depiction, gains 
some concrete substance from this comparison. Furthermore, the Earth is portrayed through 
the worst traits of human nature, and thus becomes dystopic, as I argued above. Thus, while 
the depiction of the Culture is inconsistent in its utopian nature, the Earth is conversely 
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consistently dystopic, leading the reader to conclude that it is the way thing are. I have 
mentioned the promise of utopian hope in various sections above, but at this point it seems 
that there is little or no hope to be garnered from the novella. While there is no reason to 
suggest that there is no reason why humanity may not evolve beyond the human condition 
described in the text by Sma (141), Banks offers as the only alternative the Culture, which 
itself doubts that the Earth can survive on its own. Furthermore, while the preface gives some 
hope in the form of there being continuing study of the planet, the overarching impression 
of humanity provided in the text is that there is no escape from the human condition, only 
an escape from the Earth for Sma and the Culture, and this is the only escape possible. 
Thus I have argued that while the novella “The State of The Art” is both utopian and 
dystopian, it fails in generating sufficient utopian hope to produce action in its reader. This 
does not mean that the failure is that of the genre, but it does seem to indicate that there is 
some truth in the claim that it is difficult for any text to escape the ideology surrounding it, 
in this case capitalism. Furthermore, while the novella contains a direct condemnation of 
that ideology in particular, it gives insufficient reasons for hope in the possibility of 
advancing the issue: the Culture is not a viable option as long as there does not exist required 
technology to attain such a post-scarcity situation. The Earth on the other hand, by the virtue 
of really existing even if it is described in a harsh way, appears as the only choice. However, 
because of the comparison with the Culture, the Earth is left with almost no positive 
attributes which might generate the hope needed for change. It seems, then, that Banks, while 
attempting to create a comparison between two societies in order to promote one of them, 
merely manages to prove the inferiority of the other, thus finally achieving none of the 
Enlightenment ideology’s ideals of hope for the advancement of the human race. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
In this thesis I have presented an analysis of Iain M. Banks’s novella “The State of The Art” 
by studying the genre features of science fiction, utopia, and dystopia. I have sought to 
connect these genres with two major ideologies present in the societies in the text, i.e., the 
utopian Culture with an enlightenment liberal ideology and the dystopian Earth with a 
capitalist ideology. At the beginning I assumed that as a utopist Banks would align himself 
with the utopia, and that the text would thus carry a message of utopian hope in the future. 
However, in the analysis it became apparent that this assumption is incorrect, and by 
depicting the Earth as such a strong dystopia Banks undermines his own ideal society in the 
Culture, thus losing the message of hope and leaving the reader with a sense of impotence 
in the face of human nature.  
The novella was published for the first time in 1991, and thus the time may have had 
an effect on the despair that arises from the text. Banks effectively renounces the socialism 
on the Earth in the text, which could be attributed to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, an 
event which was undoubtedly the greatest geopolitical change of the period. Seeing how the 
real attempt at managing a socialist state crumbled under the weight of human nature in the 
form of misconduct by the Communist Party, it is easy to see how some hope in the capacity 
of humanity may be lost by people who advocated that particular ideology. Furthermore, the 
diverse atrocities perpetrated by people around the world at any given moment are an 
indication of how a person might come to the conclusion that violence is an unescapable 
aspect of human condition, just as Banks indicates in the novella. 
Is there, then, no possibility for a utopia if the human condition is as bleak as Banks 
makes it out to be? The answer is no, there is not, if the reader accepts the claims made in 
the novella. Furthermore, I would argue that in some ways any text that accedes to the 
utopian genre must by its very nature make a similar claim about the dystopic nature of 
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reality. By comparing a better society to a worse one, were it even the actual lived reality of 
the reader, that reality gains some of the characteristics of dystopia and thus appears worse 
than it is. However, this is not to say that all utopian texts would arrive at the same bleak 
conclusion that there is no hope for a better existence. In “The State of The Art” the utopian 
hope is surpassed by the genre of dystopia, not because the dystopian genre is incapable of 
generating hope in the reader, but because Banks uses the genre to ask questions that he is 
unable to answer, such as how to change the human condition in order to make a better 
society possible. However, the fact that Banks in his despair cannot find an answer for the 
question is not an indication that such an answer is impossible. By asking the question in the 
ideological sphere of influence of the capitalist West, it is unlikely for anyone to find an 
answer that would be free from that ideology. However, as Karl Mannheim has argued, the 
ideology of the ruling class must constantly react to the utopianist visons of the other classes, 
which will eventually change the ideology into something else in a slow movement of 
evolution. Thus, even if Banks’s utopian vision in this particular novella cannot bring about 
a complete change in the human condition, it may be suggested that several such texts may 
in time sway the ruling ideology towards a better society, and through interpellation that 
society will alter human nature, and answer the question that Banks found no answer to. This 
takes us back to the utopian ideology of liberalist Enlightenment, the belief that humanity 
can become better. While the novella itself does not make the case that such an ideology or 
belief would be a plausible alternative for Western capitalism, the theory of ideology in some 
way makes the case that indeed such an evolution of ideology is inevitable and thus also is 
the evolution of human condition. Whether the evolution will finally be towards such a 
utopia as Banks envisions or something else is anyone’s guess, but in some limited way the 
utopian and dystopian genres may have a part in creating the utopia that one day will become 
reality. 
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While this thesis has concentrated on the way in which utopia and dystopia play against 
each other and thus create each other, there is still material for a more precise study of the 
genres and the ideologies they hold. Particularly, the ideology of the Culture could be 
analyzed more thoroughly by examining the various Culture novels and comparing the ideals 
presented in them to the various apparently dystopic societies the Culture encounters. Such 
a study would eventually form a more concrete utopia than the quite bare construct found in 
“The State of The Art”, and one that would be more able to raise hope in the reader. Sherryl 
Vint’s study of the Culture in The Bodies of Tomorrow and Jackson and Heilman’s article 
“Outside Context Problems” both perform a brief analysis of this, but as they are more 
interested in other issues behind the utopian society, they abandon the issue to the level of 
mentioning the critical content of most of the Culture novels.  It would also be exciting to 
examine more fully how the utopian genre creates dystopias where none necessarily exists 
as such. While this thesis has merely scratched the surface of such an analysis, there is no 
reason to assume that this would not be the case with other utopias to a varying degree. 
Finally, then, I would like to attempt an answer to the question Sma asks in the title of 
this thesis, “What hope for these people” (168). While the novella itself is incapable of giving 
a hopeful answer, it seems to me the theories of utopian and dystopian genres and that of 
ideology can ultimately provide an answer, which, while short, still has a hopeful tone: there 
is some. While it may not be much, it is a start.  
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